CHAPTER 81.0

On the surface of Sanctuary, the disturbances in the Force up above drifted downward to all those who could feel it. 

For the Sanctuary Vhinech, they didn’t mess any of it. For weeks they had felt a coming cold that had nothing to do with the early fall of snow, and now over the night it has come to them along with tidal waves of pain and death in controlled, noticeable measure. The town’s folks emerged from their homes and places of business to look skyward for any indication of a descending doom, saw none immediately, and some returned to having a normal life. A few others, the much older and the more experienced in life, on the other hand began to gather their things to prepare to leave; some didn’t leave right away, but a number that could be counted on one hand did.

Peering from the opening door of the blacksmith’s shop, Destiny sniffed the air with her Wookiee nose in an attempt to better understand what she was sensing, but found nothing to help in the cool air. 

“Close the door, my wife,” said Thor in a normal tone with added authority weight behind it. “I do not need you sneaking away to the mountains again to embarrass me.”

Destiny winced and pulled herself back inside, closing the heavy wood door. Ever since her last getaway to the mountains and eventually having everyone leave the harvest fields to go search for her, Thor had more or less grounded her like a child from leaving his sight. For over a week people talked behind his back, as predicted, about what she did. The Elders scolded the both of them good even though they needed him to repair the harvest carrier; the winter was coming, and they had to waste time looking for his wife who had grievously ran off on a childish quest. That was, since he was married to her, his fault as well as hers.

“I was only getting air,” Destiny said innocently as possible. “The shop is so hot with the smelting fires burning, even in the cold of winter.” And normally that was the truth since their species, the Wookiee, would be the last species type that would be involved in anything dealing with intense heat, such as blacksmithing or glass blowing an another example; with their heavy mounds of hair on their tall, insulated bodies, Thor did most of his work order during the late fall, winter, and early spring, with winter being his busiest time and best time to fulfill orders, to avoid any unnecessary heat exhaustion. Given the nip in the air away from the furnace, it was a poor excuse.

“My Wife,” he said with a looking down motion, “you wish for me to continue to feel foolish?”

“I did not mean to make you feel foolish,” said Destiny. She joined Thor at the finishing table, picking up her fastening tool to finish working on his latest metalworking project. “I just wanted to speak to the spirits on New Enoth. Capture one.” Thor frowned at her and crossed his arms across his heavy chest. She twiddle her thumbs and corrected herself for saying such a childish thing. “Or at least invite one of them to a dinner table, and ask of them of this evil that is falling upon us.”

“I know I have heard your excuse.” He held up a hairy hand to halt her. “Excuse is a strong word, but it is the appropriate word for the context we our discussing. It is not for you, I, or even the Elders, to ask of anything of the spirits.”

“But are they not of the Army of Light? They are our protectors, yes?”

“And having a wayward wife heckling them from their observations is, what, the appropriate way for them to protect us? What if you had unnecessarily drawn their attention away because of your clumsy curiosity? Do you want us to be associated in history as the ones that were responsible for the death of our people?”

Destiny chewed her dark lower lip in frustration, and Thor embraced her to keep her from crying again. “Forgive me, my Mate, I do not mean to be so callous.”

“I know,” said Destiny, pulling away from him to work on the device in her hands. “I am afraid. We have so much peace here and I feel it is coming to an end.”

Thor nodded and picked up a similar device in his hand, a completed version of what was dubbed the hand cannon, a personnel ballistic weapon. The combination wood stock and metal tube was heavy in his hands even though it was only slightly longer than his one hand span, but lighter than the long poles used for hunting. “That is why I have worked so diligently on these weapons. If I had more time, I would have conceived a repeating version. Alas this is our only resort.” 

Thor grabbed a .60 caliber iron ball from the table and dropped it into the hand cannon to test it. He took residence 60 feet away from a heavy iron plate that was left over from the construction of the harvest carriers. Standing with feet sure under him, Thor aimed by holding the hand cannon over middle of his stomach. With the powder chamber filled with low-grade explosive powder, he grabbed an incense stick he was using and ignited the one hundred grains of powder; unfortunately, Destiny was once again not quick enough to cover her ears. A fire erupted quickly, and the ball erupted from the hand cannon with a loud, sound-thumping the walls BANG! The recoil made Thor sway on back on his heels; if he was not set, he would fell on his ass like he did the first time he tried the weapons. The ball struck the plate with a thunderous BONG that made a new impact dent in the thick armor some three inches in diameter. The noise had effective set Destiny on edge, and so it was also one of the reasons why no one had come to Thor’s shop to do any business.

“You do not believe the Army of Light will stop the gathering storm?” asked Destiny as her ears stopped ringing.

Thor sighed and said, “I do not doubt they will save us, but even an army cannot stop everything. Unlike you I have fought on a front line, and there were times when my prayers were never answered regardless of how much faith I put into them. I have learned one fact about prayer: it may lead you to the Lands of Plenty, but it does not kill a foe nor does it fill your belly.”

Unexpectantly to the both of them there was a knock on the door. Thor set his weapon down, strolled over, and let Reverend Apostle in. The Elder said with concern, “Brother Thor, I am here to tell you to stop with all the noise. The Flock is all ready rattled by the growing darkness, so they do not need more matters to rattle them even more.” He saw Destiny and gave her just a small bow of his head, which she returned in equal measure. “Even I grow nervous with what you are doing, and not necessarily the noise.”

“I was only testing the hand cannons, Reverend, to make sure they were accurate and worthy of use. As the blacksmith, as well as a warrior of the Old War I have an obligation to ensure the weapon’s effectiveness and performance.”

“And it is an honorable trait to have,” the reverend assured him. “However it is not just the noise that worries us all, but the arms build up the worries me. It is a sign that we have no hope in our faith.”

Thor sighed and threw up his hands. “Reverend, pardon me from ending, but only a fool relies on faith wholeheartedly so.”

“You are pardoned, but you do not understand. These weapons are a false faith a desperate man or woman or child will rely on too heavily.” Apostle gestured towards them with a wave of hand. “You mean well, but if these weapons were to fail then their new found ‘faith’ is no good, and where will that leave them? To die a death that may not be worthy of the life they have lived?” He gestured around them as he walked away from the weapons table. “For all we know, this darkness will pass. I implore you not to hand these weapons out. Stop building them. In the hands of those in panic the innocent may die by accident.”

“You, too, mean well, Reverend,” said Destiny out of turn. “But we would be foolish if we thought this would all pass. I agree with my husband; the Army of Light may not be enough. If they were to fall, then who will be left to protect us? Presence? I have not seen her, I have only seen a member of her army.”

The doors opened again, and this time a few Vhinech emerged and not just one came in. The lead of the group said with a scared tone, “Reverend Apostle, thank Presence you are here; this is the first place we have encountered since we have all left our homes. We have just come from the western most district of Sanctuary. The darkness is coming! It is closer there than anywhere else!”

The three Vhinech that were originally in the room closed their eyes, breathed out, and then opened their eyes in a collective gasp. The others in the blacksmith’s building turned as one towards the western wall. Apostle turned that way too and did not like what he felt; it wasn’t the darkness they were feeling, but there was something coming that way with unimaginable great power. If they didn’t know better, it was like the darkness, which was coming, was chasing the great power they felt, or rather the great power was leading the darkness to them.

Apostle found his voice, speaking words only meant for mice to hear but the breath caught in fearful throats made it possible for all those to hear him. “Let us part silently. One at a time.”

“Arm yourselves first,” suggested Thor quietly. Before Apostle could object, the male adults began to grab the weapons. The blacksmith began to load his hand cannon so they could see how it’s done while Destiny handed out extra supplies to the women and children to carry. “Above all else, do not fire blindly.”

“Perhaps some of us men should investigate the disturbance,” suggested one of the Vhinech. “The women take the children away from the danger.”

Thor looked at the Apostle, and the Clawdite-Vhinech threw his hands up and said, “Do what you have to do, but heed what I have said.”

Soon, the advice that had been shared was carried out. One at a time the women and children of one family emerged from the building and took walking flight away from the west, and when all finished the armed men came out with their weapons ready. All the while everyone kept a keen eye towards the troubled direction.

In that general direction a distance away, Magus Nautilus had been ridding slowly on his stagllion over night into the daylight after having what he thought he saw a starship of some kind in the evening sky; he had taken to stargazing to past the lonely time, and from his northwestern spot for such events for it offered the most clearest of nights he saw a faint dot in the sky change direction, and then dived low with the distant sounds of thunder being cut off prematurely. He alerted Magus Titus, and the Bothan-Vhinech agreed to come from a distant flank towards where Nautilus believed the ship – what else could it be? – landed, while he attempted to cut whoever it was off the direct path to Sanctuary.

During the nightly travel, towards daybreak, he felt the sudden shock of betrayal, of disbelief, and of pain, from high above in space. It was the worst that could happen; the Republic Fleet was under attack, and all the Maguses could feel it was by the hands of their brethren. A dark side crackled all around them now with a dire intensity, but in his position of riding slowly and trying to discover who it was that was all ready planet side Nautilus concluded that the coming darkness had not fully arrived yet. This was, if anything, the soon to be coming cold front. The worst of the storm would arrive later.

Brother Nautilus came Titus’ telepathic cry. I have happened upon a starfighter. Right now I am about 200 meters from it and it appears to be deserted. Tactical stunt style, Nubian in design.
Nautilus frowned. No one in the fleet above has that kind of vessel.
I agree; this one is more customized in its design, as if it is privately owned; red, with a greenish brown serpent painted on it. Recalling Evramora, all the Nubian ships I fought against were yellow with chrome trimming.
Which lead Nautilus to ask the obvious question he was trying to ask before Titus butted in. So how is it that a short-range fighter is 70,000 light years from home?

Question is why is it here, and why did the Republic allowed it to land came the follow up question from Titus. Especially with the overwhelming turmoil occurring in space.

Could be that Master Enothchild came in it? It might not have come directly from Naboo at all.

HA! Nautilus could practically see Titus’ face when he spoke; the image of a sarcastic Bothan face was extremely hard to miss with the tone so thick of the emotion. If Master Enothchild could fit in this cockpit, then I can squeeze myself into a ration can. That does not explain the war going on above us.
Nautilus thought for a few moments, and then thought as he turned his steed towards Sanctuary I have a feeling whoever owns that ship has lead the Vhinech to us. We will have answers once we find this individual. For now it does not take priority; protecting the innocent is our creed, and we shall live by it. Contact the others and give them details. Undoubtedly they are preparing for the worst from above. If our people are here, then so is Magus Prophet. Once finished, come up my right flank.
Titus acknowledge and left the starfighter behind to go find a more suitable place to make long range contact with the other two Maguses, who undoubtedly were on their way to Sanctuary because of what was transpiring in space. Nautilus continued on his saddled trek, weary of what he would discover as he continued onward towards the people. Just as he gazed downward, he noted something that gave him a chill even under all his warm warrior clothing; a misplaced footprint, from where someone with a small foot had slipped on the rock above it. Judging by the movement of snow the person in question did their best to cover it up, but in the darkness they forgot the one minor detail by the rock.

Turning his steed towards Sanctuary, Nautilus scanned passively ahead of him…and detected nothing. It made him weary, for whoever it was they were effectively shielding themselves in the Force. If so a direct scan would take away any advantage he had over him or her.

Therefore, Nautilus dismounted and tied his stagllion off by a nearby tree. Lightsaber in hand, he proceeded towards Sanctuary with quick, silent movement.

CHAPTER 81.1

Moving in a deliberate pace, using the combat tactics both Muriel Thahada and Captain Kettle Baines trained her on, Juna decided to go on the well traveled, footprint ridden path after she ran out of rocks to cover her own trail to Sanctuary at the break of dawn. Having encountered no resistance did not surprise her at all; after all why would anyone other than her walk around, in winter, at night. With the groomed tracks laid in the path, she had a quick and quiet way to Sanctuary, which indications that she was going the right way were in evidence as she passed an occasional marker posted on a tree written in Vhanbanese, better known as Vhinphyc. Even if she couldn’t read the language, which she could, Juna would have deduced that it was a mile marker anyways with all the foot traffic on it, which picked up more and more as she continued on, passing the signs that read like Can’utuari – quinta mueela or Sanctuary, five miles.

With what was transpiring up above, she assumed that Prophet had been there the entire time, waited for her to go planet side, and then attack her only means of last line defense and escape; the Shadow Ring was no more, so a long range escape was out of the question, and he had to see the little even that occurred. This was based on Prophet not wanting to harm her, for an attack on the ship was a bit too risky to do twice in the same month. If he was a man that believed in fate, then he wasn’t going to tempt it.

Reaching a pass, Juna crouched down, pulled out electrobinoculars, and scanned the rising path dead ahead…and hugged the ground after she saw someone’s head vanish over the rise. Quickly her rifle was ready in hand and she took measured aim, waiting for an attack. Her heart pounded away, filling her ears with the echoes of her nervousness. Who was it? What was it? Did they see her? Were they armed? Now she knew why she preferred flying to being on the ground in combat; her sight and her Force senses were negated by both terrain and necessary strategy, and she needed both to aide her just as much as they hampered her.

After awhile, she slowly got to her knees, holding her rifle pointed at the ridge, letting her eyes take in her surroundings. Satisfied, Juna lowered the weapon and continued on towards the hill slowly, concluding that who she saw were probably Vhinech going the opposite direction, unaware of her, and sense there was no emotional static coming back towards her she could say, at the moment for now, she was safe to continue. 

At the top of the hill, and certain the close was clear in front of her, Juna dropped down flat, bellied crawled sideways to her right for ten yards, and then crawled up to where she could stick her blaster rifle over the top of the ridge. She did it every few hours to make sure she wasn’t being followed. She pulled out the electrobinoculars and took a visual inventory, using Force recollection to tell her if anything was different from the time she passed a tree, a boulder, or a shrub. Convinced, she crawled backwards cautiously, got on her feet, and crouched walked back onto the path.

Juna in time could see smoke clearly over the tree tops, clearly from chimney fires, and was quick to head off the path and into the nearby woods. The emotions were rolling from the village, so much so she couldn’t miss them. The people, the Vhinech, were afraid, not of her, but of the trouble coming from above, and of Prophet. In the back of her mind the Force was telling her that her presence was neither hidden nor found out; they knew she was here, a strange presence, but where exactly was unknown and the least of their concerns. She didn’t use her senses to exam the issue any further to avoid detection, betting on the fact that the reason why they were so nervous was that Prophet was on his way. She couldn’t sense him, but that only assured her reasoning that he was on Sanctuary; if he was surrounded by ysalamiri, then she wouldn’t sense him like she normal did without effort; the fact based on knowing – a term she used very loosely and with illness – each other so well.

Juna moved through the snow, taking residence behind sand-colored stands of brush that grew over the drifts and matched the color of her flight gear. She settled in and looked through her electrobinoculars at the town a few hundred yards away. She saw people milling about, some nervous some not. Some emerged from a large building in groups; as a family whole, looking very guilty, hiding something…

The electrobinoculars flickered, and the people vanished. Gasping, Juna dropped them and looked, but the Vhinech were still there. She looked through them again, and they were still there. “Odd,” she whispered.

The back of her head grew warm, and Juna instinctively understood what had occurred just a few seconds ago. She spun in the snow, pointing her weapon behind her, and let the Force guide her aim. She was determined to fire, but something held her up as the Force continued to tell her that her target was there. Two lines of thought entered her mind, the first was that it was a Vhinech from Sanctuary and not a Vhinech from Prophet’s merry band; the ysalamiri would have rendered her blind Force wise if it were true of the latter. The second was from Enothchild’s memories, a blurb of feeling more than an actual memory. She knew this person, and yet she didn’t.

“If you show yourself, I promise not to fire,” said Juna. “Not that I need to see you to shoot you. You know that.” She lowered her weapon. “My intentions have been clear to you. By your beliefs, honor dictates that you show yourself to me.” Then she said in Vhanbadian, “[Or are you a coward that needs to die?]”

The air shimmed, and Magus Nautilus appeared before her; his name appeared in her mind when she saw him from the memories she absorbed from Enothchild. The Mon Calamarian type was a familiar species to Juna since she was one of the first beings to establish First Contact with them, and she knew normally that Mon Calamarians are not keen on cold, winter wastelands, so it was odd to see Nautilus in this type of setting.

“What in the hell are you doing here?” he asked more coldly than he was capable of, and therefore it sounded unnatural. He was upset, but not at levels that suggested rage. “How did you find this place?”

“I found this place thanks to some very liberal lips,” said Juna dryly, standing up and brushing the snow off her. Nautilus didn’t understand it, but she was in no mood to explain it in detail. “I’m here for Magus Prophet.”

Nautilus drooped his right eyelid to suggest a cocked eyebrow since in reality Mon Calamarians had no brow line; obviously he had studied his species type well. “You are not serious? Prophet, among these gentle souls? He had never been here. If he had, I and my Brothers would have sensed him.”

Juna felt his sincerity and her body tightened as some random thoughts began to perk in her head. She pointed skyward and said, “Then how do you explain what’s going on up there if it isn’t him?”

“That, my young lady, is him up there,” he assured her. His eyes squinted at her as Juna’s face fell a little more. “You…brought him here.”

Juna looked back at Nautilus, and then skyward as she felt bits of emotion here and there drifting downward towards the planet; people in escape pods no less, from destroyed or captured Dreadnaughts.

A blue lightsaber held at her neck stopped her from bringing her head down from looking at the sky. Juna gasped, looked into Nautilus’ orange eyes to see his displeasure. The Vhinech was of the Light, but it was clear he was the Light for the good of his people, and that meant killing to protect them if necessary. 

“If you are not in alliance with Prophet, which I believe is true, then you are far worse than his henchwoman; you’re an idiot he used. You have betrayed us all by coming here,” said Nautilus. “Tell me why I should not kill you?”

“I didn’t mean to bring trouble to your people. It wasn’t my intention.”

“However you want Magus Prophet.” Nautilus shook his large head. “You are no different than he is, to live by the desires of wants you do not care for the many or the few. Quite frankly if I do kill you it will not only do us good but the galaxy as well.”

Juna stared at him with some pain in her eyes, realizing the wrong she had done. Prophet had tricked her to coming here, and somehow he tracked her. He never knew where Sanctuary was at all, and he counted on her knowing where it was. Thanks to her thousands of people were in grave danger; thousands of people she had once not gave a damn about recently. She still didn’t, but not as severely as before. She was reacting again, reacting to the situation that was before her and not thinking. So long ago did Enothchild warned her about reacting all the time and he tried to train her to embrace anticipation.

But Enothchild did betray her. Frankly nothing he taught her has worked out.

Lowering her head down, nearly touching the energy blade with her chin, and locking her gaze hard into Nautilus’, she said, “Prophet did trick me, and my need for vengeance blinded me to the fact. But he killed my parents.”

Nautilus seemed to relax a little, and then he lowered his weapon. Grimacing, he said, “He killed a lot of parents. And I have seen too many Vhinphyc foolishly face him because of honor. What is one more fool to be added to the list?” He turned towards the west with a glare, brining his weapon back up again in a ready stance. Juna could sense apprehension from him. 

He said, breaking the hum of his lightsaber that was dominating all sound near them, “They’re coming.”

Juna looked that way, raised her weapon, and directed the full blunt of her sensory strength towards the west. Nautilus turned his head back towards her for just a moment, his mouth dropping just a little in surprise to her power before returning his attention back towards the west. One of the advantages that was gained with her experience with the ysalamiri was that she could sense the negation field like sonar waves in a metaphoric sense. The energy makes contact with the target in question and halts the energy’s travel progress. The use of the ysalamiri against the Sanctuary Vhinech would have not made sense since they were immune to the effects, but since she was here it became more apparent as to who ordered the enemy to have them strapped to their backs.

It halted quite a distance away, but it was on the planet, and that was too close for all those on the ground.

“How many more of you is there, Magus?” asked Juna decisively. She knew there were more of them from Enothchild’s copied memories, but how many eluded her at the moment.

“Only three more.” Nautilus smartly shut his weapon off to conserve power and not easily betray his exact location. He was quick to recognize that she was going to help him and try to make amends for her mistakes more than worry about killing Prophet. “Magus Titus is coming from behind us, while Magus Orrick and Magus Ulysses are riding hard from the other direction. It will take them time to reach us, though.” 

“Time we don’t have.” Juna inhaled deeply as she thought, letting the cold air motivate her brain to think. “They’re coming strictly from the ground. They want an honor fight.”

Nautilus looked at her for a second, and then turned his attention back towards the west when they both heard something that sounded like blaster fire far away; a good indication that Magus Titus had ran into the invasion forces. “You are well versed in our customs for a Human. It all depends who is leading the forces. If it is Prophet, I will not expect him to give us such an opportunity. Even if not,” he gestured towards Sanctuary, “everyone here has primitive weapons. And children that do not know of war.”

She took one look back over her shoulder; the town was as wide open as any other, not designed by or for any defense against armed aggressors. There was no strategy behind its creation because the Vhinech didn’t all come here at once, and furthermore like any town they were still young in development. Other than one observation tower in the center of town, there was no real line of defense; houses were made of wood and straw with foundations of stone, a combination that made for great burning fires. In short, if the Prophet-led Vhinech wanted to really win they would bring matches.

The statement about the children chilled Juna in two ways: in the present and most certainly in the past. The past was relevant because back then, 10 years ago and furthermore, every Vhinech that could walk fought in the war against the Vhinphyc. When she arrived on Vhanba as Prophet’s hostage back then, she saw boys and girls of various young years that had the strength to walk around with blaster rifles that were bigger than their small bodies. They also had no light in their eyes, no feeling in their hearts for the joy of childhood; they had never known such joy, for they had been too busy fighting to stay alive. It was disturbing to think of that memory for most of those same children she saw so briefly on Vhanba died on Evramora, some on the battlefield, from the mysterious planetary explosion that decimated the Vhinech’s numbers.

Now, in the present, she had seen through her electrobinoculars children in joy. They did not carry weapons, war supplies, or had their baby brothers and sisters and mines and munitions strapped to their backs. They carried only the burden of a normal childhood, in a place where war was never going to exist in their parent’s beliefs; some of those parents young enough to have been those lifeless children she had seen so long ago, now appreciative of the peace tremendously their children existed in.

Now, because of her, it was going to come to an end.

Frowning, Juna dropped to a knee and removed her pack. She said, “Then get the people out of here. Protect them. I’ll hold Prophet off.”

“Are you insane, you cannot,” remarked Nautilus in disbelief. “The Force is strong with you, but even the Force has a limit, and that limit is the person who wields it.”

“I know,” said Juna, pulling out 25 round pack of perfectly round devices roughly one inch in diameter. “That’s why I came prepared.” She yanked out another Rapier Technologies device, unfolded it, and once finished began loading the disks into the modified shaped portable mine displacer. “In the event the Force isn’t with me.” She took aim towards the tree line and randomly fired six of the devices about, landing in the snow and vanishing under the soft powder. She then removed that clip and put another in, and with the new clip in she lofted her shots from shortest to furthest out. 

Juna bent down and rolled up her left flight jacket sleeve, which Nautilus watched her do something on what appeared to be a wrist-mounted computer. She looked at the screen and said, “I fired portable sensor clusters just now. Here they come; about ten fast on your friend’s ass. You best go get the locals out of here.”

“Too late for that,” he said, and was quick to leave her side. Juna turned to steal a look, and saw about twenty Sanctuary Vhinech with large caliber musket type weapons in their hands. They saw Nautilus and gawked in awe, but the Magus was quick to drop them back down to Sanctuary earth. “My friends, please the sinners are coming! Turn around, and get your families out of here!”

“Wait!” Juna shouted, an idea popping up in her head. However one of the mines exploded in the woods and brought all their attentions back to the forefront. 

On his stagllion, Magus Titus broke the tree line in hurry, and right behind him was a Vhinech on a speeder bike taking aim as they entered the flat, obstacle-less landscape. Juna aimed and fired, which really took no Force skill in this case to make the chasing foe flip back in his bike seat from a body shot to the chest. When he landed, it was right near one of her mines. Just as another rider was happening by as he died. The mine shot in the air right in front of the speeder bike rider, and the headpopper mine detonated with incredible force. The bike split in two, and it and the rider’s flaming remains stopped rolling just in front of Juna and her new allies.

Titus spun in his saddle quickly, ignited his lightsaber, and began to deflect blaster fire from the forest riding backwards. The intensity of the offense growing with each passing second, Juna began to fire blindly into the forest with her blaster rifle, lying flat in the process to lessen the target profile in which they can aim and fire at. The Sanctuary Vhinech as one took aim the best they could with the small heavy weapons and fired, causing the valley to thunder with the eruption of their weapons. Used black powder smoke found residence drifting in the cold atmosphere after the shots in great mass with the shooter’s exhales, as if the hand cannons were all this time holding their breaths. The smell of their ‘bad breath’ crinkled Juna’s nose and caused her to miss a running Prophet Vhinech the first time around, but after downing him with the second shot the smell and the nose awoken her to a great tactical flaw.

Juna had tried to warn them, and completed the task by twisting her body towards them and yelling as they tried to reload their weapons. The number one weakness of the powerful projectile weapons was never more so glaring. “Don’t fire all at once! Get down! Find cover!! Don’t stand there to reload!!!”

Too late: the slow reluctance by three Vhinech to listen to the strange Human female cost them their lives when well-placed fire found their center of mass. That was the element of that was going to be their eventual down fall in the battle. Where has personal laser pistols, blasters, and rifles could fire coherent beams of light in a semi automatic repetitive fashion from long lasting and quick to replace energy packs, the black powder weapons required a hands on, direct reloading approach by the shooter after every devastating shot fired; in running order powder, wading, patch and ball with packing by ramrod; all this not including the possibility of them losing their ignition source in the incense sticks. The rate of return fire was solely based on the individual reloading the weapon, and in this case none of them showed any experience in quick loading; in other words these one time laser rifle carrying warriors had been reduced to one shot-one kill hunters who were never drilled in muzzleloader combat.

In response to his fellow Vhinech’s weakness, Magus Nautilus ignited his lightsaber and stood in front of the reloading group, deflecting the shots away. Juna turned back towards the woods and opened fire again. Magus Titus executed a perfect dismounting flip with his weapon ignited to aide Nautilus with the defense of the gunmen. Fire kicked up snow in front of Juna, causing her roll and change position, and then fire again when she noted the line of Prophet Vhinech dropping just at the edge of the forest to fight. 

Juna quickly checked her wrist computer, and the sensors she fired off indicated that there were more Vhinech beginning to go into flanking positions behind the front line. She yelled, “They’re going to outflank us left and right! We need to organize the gun situation better! Hold off the aggressors so the others can get away!”

Titus shut down his lightsaber, grabbed two of the youngest gunmen and with stern step dragged them towards Sanctuary bent low at the waist. With them captivated by his appearance, he used the psychological advantage to order them around. “I want you two to go back into town and tell every able body man with a rifle to hold position in homes on the inner skirts of the town, and everyone else to get the hell out of here! GO!” He pushed them off just in time to block a shot intended for the two running messengers. He cried over his shoulder, “And tell them we need reinforcements here!”

Nautilus shouted at the 15 remaining gunmen, “I want groups of three each to spread out, and one at a time fire. Do not fire until you have a clear shot, and do not fire if two of the three are still loading! GO! RUN! SPREAD OUT!” He shut down his weapon, and he and Titus dropped down quickly by Juna on either side of her. “With your weapon, you should be a sniper!”

“Not today!” Blaster fire ran around them, and quickly the three scattered back. Juna said, “Split up! We’re drawing attention.” Indeed, with three Force users in one spot, it had a tendency to raise a lot of waving alert flags. Juna got up and backpedaled, while Nautilus and Titus when their own ways. She turned, grabbed her pack and mine displacer and retreated some 50 yards further back. Laser fire barked and nipped at her heels as she ran, but eventually it let up. She skidded to a halt, dropped down, and with a quick change of the clip and pull of the trigger she launched more headpopper mines towards the open field.

CHAPTER 81.2

The hand cannon groups cut loose with their hand held ball weapons once more, and realized that their luck with long distances were not very good, as with any short barrel weapon that fired ballistic objects. But the BOOM had an affect on the charging Prophet Vhinech, causing them to take notice and drop down to avoid a lucky shot. Indeed some did strike home; the .60 caliber ball was meant to hit him in the head, but the ball fell in flight and struck the Fallen-Vhinech male in the pelvis, causing an exploding, four-inch hole to appear and dropping the creature painfully in his tracks to die. 

Some of the projectiles made of lead deflected off of hard surfaces such as rocks or trees, which made for odd ball reactions from the aggressors, some even flipped in the way of other’s fire. Another ball bounced weirdly off two Vhinech and struck a third directly behind them in the throat. The projectile blew out his larynx, struck his spine, and the shattering effect blew out his neck, nearly decapitating him. 

Another Vhinech found a headpopper mine in time just as it popped up and flipped away…right on another one when he landed.

After the fifth round of fire, though, the Prophet Vhinech found the assurances to move up and more towards Sanctuary, timing there subtle moves between the gunfire. There movement disrupted the rhythm of the fire. Instead of a hail of projectiles that formed a long wall the lead and nickel bullets were now being fired in a erratic pattern and finding less to kill or maim. The closer the enemy got, the more chances they took in the hopes of setting up their own unified wall of blaster fire.

The Sanctuary Vhinech, however, were not deterred yet, and things took an interesting turn when several members of the opposition ignited lightsabers. They focused on them, fearing they were the worst threat. The fire came forth, and the lightsabers did several things to the projectiles that were good and bad for the Prophet Vhinech. A clean prevention occurred when the balls struck the blades and acted as if two lightsaber clashed together. Hit off center, however, where the center terminuses of both round objects were aligned and the results were disastrous at worst; one female Rodian Vhinech grazed the projectile going for a deflection, and part of the mass was destroyed, but a small piece continued onward deflecting off the lightsaber’s field, and had enough energy to punch through her chest.

The fight, however, was not going so well for Sanctuary. One of the groups of gunmen didn’t heed Nautilus’ strategy and were cut down by overwhelming fire from the left side. Juna fired in that general direction with her blaster rifle, knowing she hit nothing when fire of greater measure missed her as she ran away. The enemy had caught on to the slow load time factor, and half of them moved while the other half fired. This began to show its affects as Vhinech too slow to move were dropped in their tracks.

Nautilus ran into the woods and found the successful group of Prophet Vhinech taking aim on another firing group, and his lightsaber came to life. With a yell that awoke them to his advancing position, two of the three settled on blaster fire to finish him. However Nautilus twisted skillfully and deflected one shot into the other before landing, and then striking down the shooter. He spun, and blocked the opposing blade of the third Vhinech, and the two engaged in an undisturbed lightsaber duel; no one would interfere.

Titus ran into several Sanctuary Vhinech that came with hand cannons and long rifles and supplies, lead by a tall Wookiee-Vhinech he knew to be the blacksmith. He asked him, “Are you in charge?”

“For now,” said Thor. “The Elders are moving the others away. Who are you?”

“Never mind that! I need you all to take positions in the homes here.” Titus pointed at the outskirt homes; the outer most bunched together houses. “Teams of two riflemen. Fire one at a time.” He noted the differences between the rifles and the hand cannons. “Are the calibers different?”

“They are, unfortunately my fault,” said Thor.

“No matter. Once you run out of rifle ammunition, or if the enemy breaches the woods here,” Titus pointed where the woods ended and the town began, “leave! Run as fast as your legs will carry you. Comprehend?”

No one doubted the logic; every Sanctuary Vhinech there made way to the houses, which were now heavy position forts. For some of them, the days of war they tried so hard to forget, and for the Sanctuary Maguses had tried to best to purge from the minds of a select few, came back to them in an adrenaline rush as the natural instinct of self preservation took hold and revealed to them the means to save themselves, their families, and their fellow Vhinech. They realized, also, that their situation was very fragile.

The positions were soon taken, and as the enemy finally broke the first line of defense they began a max rush towards the town. The fixed positions in Sanctuary opened fire in response, and with the long rifles the accuracy was more apparent with the near misses hitting something next to their intended targets or hitting them; both cases were devastating in force. The opposing forces once again had to take cover, only this time like their counterparts in their homes they had various means of hard wood protection such as overturned food stands, pull charts, heavy public tables that could be overturned and be used as barricade walls. Aggressively both sides exchanged fire, and a campaign of shelter fighting commenced, death occurring only when one made a terrible mistake.

During this time, Juna’s tactic fears became real when the enemy realized the burning potential of the town. All it took was one Prophet Vhinech to sacrifice himself by being killed standing up, but only after you threw a grenade through one of the homes’ windows just seconds after a rifleman had been killed. The explosion blew much of the top floor apart, the large pieces of shrapnel hitting other homes, some on fire, and some of the pieces found much to burn. It some cases it took long, hard fought minutes, while in other instances it was instantaneous when the fire found dry hay built up next to stables built right up next to houses. 

Soon the riflemen had to flee the homes, some their own. In the worst case they ran into quickly hasten traps where Prophet Vhinech just waited for them to exit out of a window or a door, opening fire or cutting them down with lightsabers blazing.

Thor himself did what a few other crafty veterans of warfare did. He ran up the stairs of his two-story fort and leapt out the read window. None of the Vhinech had taken the positions in the rear ally yet. The peace though was short live when others took note of his strategy and began to run back out to fight; when they died, the Prophet Vhinech investigated the position where their dead target had come from. Soon it was a running firefight; the riflemen did all the running, and the enemy fired at them. The order, or what had passed as an order to civilians, was given. They were to run, and just keep running.

Many who had gotten away from Sanctuary long ago heard the multitude of shots being fired, and from their perspective far away on the mesa known as Presence Lair they looked on, listened in, and felt the horror. For the too old to remember it brought back those times when they were always in fear, in dire need to survive, and constantly wonder when it was going to be their turn to die; a time in their life they thought they would never see again for the Keeper of Sanctuary had promised them such safety so close to the Lands of Plenty. For the too young there was a chilling feeling within their tiny bodies, some instinctive reaction they did not understand; the fear they knew, but this fear was an inbred need for survival at all cost. The loud noises made them jump, the fires that now burned the town made them angry, and the smell made them cry. They did not know of war, and without loud warning they were introduced into it. Their parents, who grew up in a time where parenting was second to weapon, didn’t quite know how to explain it to them; they were too upset to try.

As another explosion erupted from a grenade, the fires grew brighter, hotter, and visible, and all they could do was watch their heaven go up in flames.

CHAPTER 81.3

Juna ended up running for the middle of town with her pack slung around her left shoulder, hoping to find another way back around to fight. Her plans changed, however, when an enormous explosion rocked the northwestern sector of the town, where much of the quickly put together riflemen defenses were localized. Thrown to the ground, Juna peered up again to watch another short range rocket sail above the town and hit the western section. Like any super advanced military the Prophet Vhinech were fed up with their growing losses, and since the Sanctuary Vhinech outnumbered them greatly they weren’t about to let them regroup, arm themselves, and defeat them with an overwhelming counterattack. With the rocket attack, in which a third explosion destroyed a house too close for Juna’s own personal taste and forcing her to run with the fleeing crowd, they were thinning the herd as it were and eliminating the dens that could be used as fortifications. 

Hordes of Sanctuary citizens collected themselves and began to run eastward and southward; very few – blackened by the smoke, red with minor burns – came from the locations of the rocket attacks. Not liking the idea that they were heading in a localized direction, Juna reached in her pack and pulled out the mine displacer, loaded it up with sensor clusters, and fired the remaining clip of them all around, elevating her shots to get them further out with distance. Completed, she dumped the clip and rammed home the mine clip, and finally took a look on her wrist computer for the results: nothing.

But she didn’t like that nothing, and it was proven when an invisible force destroyed one of the sensors in the south. “Damn.” Juna realized, though, the Vhinech still persisted that way, even though it had to be obvious that the Prophet lead Vhinech would cover the most obvious ways out…

Then it hit her; the Vhinech fleeing only felt Vhinech minds ahead of them! All the Prophet Vhinech had to do, if they wanted to be cleaver, was broadcast a few feelings of nervous relief, or panic, or perhaps a sense of wanting to defend their kind against the aggressors, and the Sanctuary Vhinech running in that direction may be scared desperate enough to buy the act. The rocket attacks weren’t just to destroy the opposition, it was to flush them towards a dead zone to be slaughtered!

Juna put away the displacer and with blaster rifle in hand began to run and shout, “DON’T GO THAT WAY! GO EAST! GO EAST! DON’T GO SOUTH! IT’S A TRAP!” She discovered quickly, however, how she was acting, and how she looked in their eyes; here she was, a total stranger to them, running around with a blaster screaming her fricking head off. If anything, she just encouraged the majority of the large group running south to run faster!

With the Force, Juna ran past them at an accelerated speed, skillfully running around and leaping over short obstacles like wayward children crying and frightened and the turned over table that once was filled with goods and services, now scattered and objects capable of causing an accident such as slipping on fruit or sliding on something else wet and soft.

Juna got to the edge of town, came to a halt, and although she knew she didn’t beat everyone else to her location, she was going to stop a good many of them. Or try anyways; as she spoke, families ran past her long ways, some stopping in panic when they realized that she was there. Again, she yelled, “DON’T GO ANY FURTHER! GO BACK! CUT BACK THROUGH THE TOWN AND GO EAST!”

No one listened as they ran by, so Juna had no choice but show herself as the bad guy they all thought she was. Pointing her blaster rifle upwards, she began to fire, and the activity brought those around her to stop and change direction. A few of them, however, began pulling out hand cannons and pointed them at Juna in response…

Juna stopped firing, held her breath…

The Vhinech fired, missing Juna and striking out at the Prophet Vhinech coming from the east. Sanctuary Vhinech turned quickly and began to run as fast as they could, but they were either overwhelmed with blaster fire or, in the case of the children, grabbed hold of and wrestled to the ground. Juna took aim, waited for the crowds to dissipate, and took out at least two distracted Vhinech before she was shot at and had to take cover momentarily. Nearby, a little boy’s scream caught Juna’s attention and the Nubian leapt over her hiding spot to find a foe grabbing at him. Surprise on her side, she struck him in the head with the butt of her blaster rifle…

And she felt terribly woozy afterwards, awakened quickly though by the blaster fire that lifted her long ponytail off her back. Grabbing the child, she sluggishly ran with rifle in hand away from the action, and outside the ysalamiri influence she began to feel normal again. Someone cried out with the Force, bringing Juna to a stop to find the boy’s parents having been the ones that alerted her to halt to give them possession of the cargo in her hands.

The exchange completed, Juna turned and fired multiple rounds back towards the advancing group coming towards them. She turned and ran down a blind ally, pulling out her mine displacer and laying down a large group of devices before leaping up and over a tall fence, blaster fire once again nipping her heels. Seconds later, there was a shout, and a huge explosion erupted, and ysalamiri screams of death confirmed who died. 

Depleted of mines, Juna chucked the mine displacer and pulled out a fresh energy clip for her rifle from her pack, which she shouldered again along with her carrying pouch on the left side. In place, she ran towards the east side of the town again from the south, running past a line of homes filled with front yard pleasantries like flowers and décor such as bird houses and critter feeders. Her trance was broken when she about ran into Magus Titus; the Bothan looked just a bit worn around the edges. 

“Let’s go!” Titus shouted. Juna, thought, held her ground and began shooting at Prophet Vhinech that were giving chase to retreating remnants of the gunmen. He tugged at her arm and brought her to stop firing. “YOU CAN’T FIGHT THEM ALL! TRUST ME!!”

“GO SAVE YOUR PEOPLE, DAMN YOU, AND LEAVE ME ALONE!” was Juna’s screaming reply, pulling out of his grip and returning fire. She noted once Titus left with displeasure why they were; the gunmen were out of ammunition, the Prophet Vhinech were coming at them in a horde rush, and a large figure around the corner of a house out of the corner of her eye. An all too familiar figure that made her blood boil and forget herself.

In Juna’s response to seeing him, Magus Prophet ignited his lightsaber to block the blaster bolts that had enough power to tear into his flesh if they made contact. Sensing the Forceless void around him, and the coming horde, Juna turned and began to sprint away with her natural speed; perhaps Titus’ reasoning was sound after all. Prophet shut down his weapon and ran parallel to Juna’s running position, using the Dark Side to augment his running just a little to keep up.

The chaos of live fire made it’s away into the nearby forest, adding blaster fire to the chase. Sanctuary citizens began to run off in different directions but relatively they continued eastward. Juna, on the other hand, went southward towards the valley to attempt an encircling trap for Prophet. Finding heavy boulders to hide behind, Juna pulled out a small seismic charge, the only one she had, and placed it in the middle of the rock formation, hidden in a crack. Setting it to detonate through her wrist computer, Juna got up, shed her pack, and with blaster rifle in hand ran away from the set up to the little clearing some two hundred feet away with trees all around the perimeter, near the steep, grass smooth slopes of the valley leading down to the river below.

Taking aim towards the way she came, Juna spotted several Vhinech and began to fire at them to draw their attention. Right behind them was Prophet. The giant saw her, and shouted out his minions not to fire at her. They didn’t listen when Juna fired a few more times, taking a knee when a shot caught just a little of the material of her jacket. She hit the ground on her stomach after another round of shots, rolled up her sleeve, and prayed that her position was far enough away from the blast when she touched the switch to detonate the explosive…

BBBBBBBBBOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMM!!!!!!!!!

The boulders and ground sailed in the air in a white powdered eruption. A concussion wave rolled out from the detonation, creating a wall of snow several feet high. It stuck Juna, and her body was lifted off the ground, landing on her feet but due to the steeping slope behind her she was pushed off balanced by the explosion and began to stumble backwards. The snow, loose and slippery, made trying to regain footing impossible, and eventually Juna turned and fell haphazardly face down into the snow to prevent further backwards, uncontrolled falling.

The falling boulders, on the other hand, didn’t give her any time to catch her breath. Her Force senses alerted her, and with quick stepping movement to get up Juna was one second away from being squashed flat by a rock her height but most certainly heavier. The impact of the boulder almost caused her to fall towards it, and then to add insult to the current problem at hand the boulder began to roll after her. She ran/slid down the hill some more, and quickly dove to her right to avoid going down the steep valley wall, letting the boulder roll off the edge and on down below. 

Juna, however, had to move again as another boulder landed just near her. She slipped, leapt to avoid a small, not too small, rock. She leapt a third time, and then a forth to avoid more debris; the last jump actually was done with only one foot touching the ground, and to her surprise she covered a considerable distance that outdid any track long jumper. She landed, and her feet gave out from under her; too much momentum going forward to correct herself. A boulder bounded by her, shaking the ground, causing the Force from within to push her away, and that caused her to fall down the steep incline.

The worst case happened; once Juna made contact with the slope, she bounced away from the slope, making her airborne and guaranteeing the fall and impact with the slope again would be greater than the first. She struck, and bounced up again. A third time. A forth…

“AGHHHHHHHHHHH!” Juna cried out when she stopped; she landed on her ass, skidded, and her back slapped against an old, large stump that was only as tall as her upper back. The force of the stop caused her head to snap back in a whiplash-like move, stunning her into stillness and causing her to let go of her blaster rifle. She crossed her eyes as she worked on recovery, letting her head remain back in its laying position on the stump while her eyes gazed upward.

Unbelievably, a dark form was in the sky and coming straight down towards her. Juna looked carefully…

Magus Prophet had leapt just as the explosion went off, the blast propelled him further up in the air, and just know like a bomb the Vhinech warrior was ballistic landing right on the nook Juna laid on. The impact was like a bomb; the fragile outcropping of earth and rock shook and underneath them all it exploded outward; a testament of his great weight.

In a panic as Prophet recovered from the landing causing some stun stress on his body and knees and spine, Juna reached under her flight jacket and pulled out her back up weapon, the Guardian blaster, and pointed at his head. Her vision blurred, however, and her shot went high and wide, the null effects of the ysalamiri the cause.

Prophet felt the heat of the bolt and knew Juna could kill him with the blaster’s wattage. He slapped at the weapon, but found himself pulling the blow fearing that his might would break Juna’s arm or wrist, or his claws would rip open her flesh or be enough to amputate her hand or fingers; the nails tore through part of her jacket. She let out a yelp and that caused the brute to hesitate. Juna roared back and re-aimed her weapon at his head…

The nook finally gave out from Prophet’s landing, and the giant fell and landed on Juna, and both fell/slid/tumbled down the slope for a long period of time, knocking Juna for a loop. Bouncing again both were momentarily separated, but Prophet reached out towards her, and with the Force pulled her into his embrace, wrapping her body up with both his large, powerful arms, and turned his body so his back hit the ground; the very last occurrence happening twice. Finally Prophet somersaulted when they were airborne again, and the Vhinech warrior shot out with his hand to grab an unseen by the naked eye edge, saving the both of them from a steeper sheer fall that would have featured a lot of rocks below them. There they hung, just by the tips of his hard, sharp gray fingernails.

Prophet let his prize hang loose from his chest for a moment to look at her, and noted her unconscious form and blooded chin. Grunting with effort and determining she was alive, and surprisingly so for that matter for his even his body was ringing with bruises, and let her fall just a little to where he held her arm. With his strength, he threw her up above him, where a landing was so he could climb up and secure her better.

Juna awoke when she landed and held her head with her right hand, dazed and not sure of her surroundings. A strange sound brought her to look over the ledge; the sound was Prophet driving his claws into the rock face to climb up! She gasped and looked around frantically for her weapons, which she had none to her name that she brought along; all things fair, this was the perfect opportunity to kill him, and she didn’t have a means to. Until she saw the breadbox size rock, and immediately Juna stumbled over, picked it up, and the weight along with her dizziness made it a tough go to get it over to the edge. She just let go, it bounced off the ledge, and down towards Prophet…

To her shock, the rock stopped short of his face; Prophet stopped its descent with the Force. It flew back up and caught Juna in the chest, causing her to fall on her back. Prophet launched himself upwards using his strength and cleared the remaining distance to the landing. Juna was just getting the rock of her chest when he pounced.

“No!”

He grabbed her one arm…

“NO!”

He grabbed the other…

“NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!”

And finally with his full weight and the ysalamiri as his ally, Prophet pinned Juna right into the snow and ice covered ground. She continued to squirm and struggle although it was useless. He spoke to her calmly, gently as possible. “It is all right, Juna. I will not hurt you.” After a moment he became a little more frustrated and a little more forceful. “JUNA!” She stopped, but didn’t stop resisting; she spat in his face in defiance. He let the spittle dribble down his face and said calmly, in his normal cold tones, “There is no need to resist. I won’t hurt you.”

“With you, there’s a damn good reason to,” said Juna in rushed breaths. “Whatever you touch causes me pain.”

“I assure you, my love, that will not happen between you and I,” he said, his voice growing very quiet; it came out more like a mumble than a hushed whisper; it was just impossible for the giant to sound really gentle and quiet with his booming bass and fanged teeth she could clearly see with his face close to hers; two feet apart, but too close for Juna’s taste personally. “All you must do is allow me to show you. To touch you.”

The smirk she inherited from Naressa, the Solo smirk, tried not to appear, but Juna couldn’t help it. “Sorry. The blast doors are permanently closed.” Then she said, “Command DetMute!”

Under Prophet’s right hand, holding Juna’s left wrist down, there was a small explosion that only registered with a loud POP! His hand burned momentarily from it, and Juna winced and struggled a little afterwards, corresponding with an audible SNICK! He thought he would smell flesh along with the smell of ozone carbon, and the burnt material of her flight jacket, but none came. Confused, he lifted his hand from her wrist and saw the blown out wrist computer, the chard remains of her jacket sleeve, and her hand and her arm covered by a metallic-like substance, an all too familiar substance.

It hit Prophet, and with his might he tore her flight jacket off her torso with a jerk, and then yanked off the upper half of her flight suit. Where there should have been a body covered by an undergarment there was from her upper throat down, and undoubtedly covering everything up, was the familiar black and gray body outline pattern of Saberhide body armor. It was the same armor Juna’s protector Muriel Thahada Arnes wore, and that made Prophet drop Juna as he stood up to stare at her.

Juna propped herself up and smiled a little. She said, “You must’ve forgotten that my company makes the armor. In case you have forgotten also, polymorphic carbonite is just as tough as real carbonite. A bal’dine torch can still cut it.” She shook her head and held up her arms to show him how tight fighting the state of the art armor was. “You can try here, but you’ll also be dissecting me. Without the computer it won’t be coming off anytime soon.” She stood up with pride in her stance, glad for at least achieving one minor victory out of defeat.

Prophet glared at her more out of admiration than defeat, but still murdered out, “A chastity body glove. Very original idea.” His head tilted to one side. “Then again, I would not admire you so much if you had one degree of stupidity.”

“Well I just can’t let you have your way with me, can I?” she said viciously in a normal tone. “Especially if you won’t let me try and kill you.”

Prophet reached out, grabbed her, and shoved her to the snow covered ground face down, but Juna noted that he still took care by making sure her face didn’t hit the rock she was destined to hit with the force he had behind the shove. He mused, “Trust me, my Juna, you do not want to try. I will not let you.” She heard him unbuckling his backpack, shake it off, and then she felt it get put on her. “And I do not think you would have taken this course of action with the armor if there was not a logical, safe out involved.” He pressed a few keys, and the pack strapping locked itself around Juna’s body, then he forced her arms back where mandibles seized her wrist and elbow to restrain her arms. “That wouldn’t be you, Juna. You’re too smart, even when your passions are misplaced.”

“And you know my passions are misplaced,” she grunted out when he lifted her restrained form off the ground. Before another word escaped her lips, Prophet shoved some type of mold metal plate to her lower jaw; it wasn’t just a plate, but a mouth muffler to gag her, normally reserved for prisoners with loud grievances. The automated manipulators forced her mouth open with the threat of smashing out her teeth, and a hiss signified the growth of a inflatable ball in her gullet that forced her jaw open, her tongue down, and kept her noise down to a wheeze from her stuffy nose.

Locking the muffler in place, Prophet said, “Indeed, they are misplaced.” He turned her around to exam her, holding her still and giving her face an abbreviated caress of concern. She pulled her face away, which the caress had all ready ended when he reached the metal that restrained her mouth. With the pain and anger in her eyes, he had to remind himself to tread lightly, not to push her. 

With no effort, Prophet lifted her up and just threw Juna over his left shoulder, letting her upper body hang down his back. She kicked and squirmed, a fighter always fighting, regardless of her imperiled position. “But with my hand, I will guide you back to understanding.” He put his around her lower part of her kicking legs to still her and said so she could hear. “After all, it is the minimum I can do for the one who freed me, my future bride.”

Juna just yelled into her gag in disapproval and shook her head. She went still when Prophet began to ascend the valley wall, for it required both his hands, and if forced Juna to clench with her body on his to keep from falling. She screamed at him loud enough mentally for him to ‘hear’. I’m not your bride, you sick son of bitch! I’ll die first! You will never have me!
Prophet stopped in the ascent and said too confidently, “I will have you, my love, my bride. In fact I all ready have you. You just do not know it yet.” He shut out her long thinking tirade that still made his earlobes ache. “I will wager it will not be I who makes the first move of intimacy either.” The storm of thoughts bounced off his skull like a heavy vibration drum, ceasing when Juna apparently ran out of insults to throw at him.

Despite the situation both agreed that, as of now, they were at a stalemate; neither got what they wanted, both completely fooled by a thought out plan.

