CHAPTER 26.0

Pain. Loss. Anger. Disbelief. Separation. Damnation. Falling. Failing.

Fading.

Light.

The Light was Fading, Fading fast. Fading into nothingness. The time to prevent it has passed. 

The Light Fades. 

Fades for the sake of Darkness. 

Darkness is where eternity exists.

Darkness is where forever is.

Eternal Darkness forever she shall be, for she has experienced the Fading Light. Force have mercy on her soul.

With that suddenly in mind, Nebula Nimh Ryder came too and realized that she had fallen asleep. Lost in the haze of slumber, she slowly began to come around and remember things. She had located the ancient paved road to the Sith Monastery; a raised, flat monolith of rock from earth that was heavily encrusted with the dust of time; it was built during the time of the great Sith societies some years after the Dark Jedi infusion took hold of Korriban’s citizenry. By memory once you reached the road it was just a short ride to the Monastery.

Unfortunately she was walking. She had totally underestimated how far the monastery was from her home on Dark Ridge Point. Of course one is always spoiled by the wonders of technology in this modern age; a 3-hour trip in a land speeder makes one even with her excellent memory forget the great and considerable distances between both locations.

Days ago, Nebula walked, feeling things afoot in the Force and thus pressured to push herself to the brink of health failure. The walks went from 12 hours to 18 hours at a time, and it just seemed as if she made no progress in relation to what was occurring. There were drastic changes in the universe and she could feel them in her gut, churning her insides to the point where she yelped whenever something involving the Dark Side had struck. She walked and she walked, and it seemed endless to her. She drew on the Force as much as possible and that continued her beyond her physical limitations, and once again she began to fear the possibility of losing her entire hold on the Force if she stopped.

One night, just before she stopped for rest, she heard her granddaughter cry. When that happened, the universe, as Nebula knew it became very dark and filled with the most unspeakable of evils ever concocted and carried out. She could hear many cries echoing across the cosmos, the wails of Sith Maidens in terrible crisis. With that as her motivation, she pushed on walking, forgoing sleep or any rest.

That was four days ago…wasn’t it? Maybe five. 

“Force, what if I slept longer than that!” She extended her senses out; no, she only slept for a few hours but she had been actually walking for six days straight, six days she didn’t think she had in her, six days since she heard a very young – very young in relation to Nebula’s own age – and very powerful – very powerful, and yet inexperienced – Sith Maiden call out in horror. It had to be the Dark Hope.

It had to be her great granddaughter.  

However she still felt things were happening and she couldn’t seem to catch up. It was like the vision that compelled her to walk some three weeks ago; no matter how hard she tried, she could not keep up with the pace of the Force. The Force, like the vision she had, was always in motion; it defined its own pace, and with that it defined and shaped the destinies of those who lived in it, which was everything and everyone, the when the where the why the how and the who as far as existence goes. It was the power of universe, and whether or not a being was born sensitive to it, the Force manipulated and controls those individuals down to the smallest atom of life.

Nebula knew very well what she was trying to do. She was attempting to defy the Will of the Force, and she knew better than any Force sensitive being, be it Jedi or Sith, how astronomically impossible that was. 

But it has been done. Not a complete stoppage, but an alternation or a prolonging that required a great amount of power. She may have enough, and the process would kill her undoubtedly. Nebula, however, was willing to sacrifice herself to prevent such a horrible fact coming to existence. She was old, past her life expectancy; why not do something good and decent for a change, something that would be considered heroic and honorable.

Getting her bearings, Nebula was a little surprised how she slept in the position she was in; she was on both her knees, her hands on her staff, her body leaning against it and the weight evenly dispersed so it actually took very little time to get the soreness out of her joints. It was nighttime, the stars were out and beautiful, but the universe told another story behind them. Looking straight ahead, she noted a strange constellation of stars on the horizon, just above the rolling hill in front of her. Her eyes focusing better, she finally noted a large sensor array tower with blinking and stationary lights along the sides of its immense structure. Let her eyes drift to its right, she noted a familiar, large, mountainous rise that had an ovular structure snaking out of the smooth cannon-like wall.

“The Monastery!” she yelped with joy. It had to be only a mile away! “Dark Side be praised, my journey is almost over!” Nebula stood up and started moving again, climbing up the steep hill with grunts and reaching the top. She noted the sensor array again, and her gut clenched. “Wait a minute. Protocol calls for the lights to be only when a ship is on final -.”

The Dark Side tugged at her body to go down, and like a rock Nebula belly smacked herself to lie flat. One second later, the most terrifying sound she had heard in years rumbled and attacked her with vibrating, ground breaking force on either side of her body. She shook, her and the ground, so violently her teeth rattled and her brain bounced back and forth inside her skull, dazing her. There was the normal Human fascination in wanting to look up, to see what was causing it visually; regardless of ones training and sensibilities, that natural curiosity to look was all ways there. That changed, though, for two reasons: she felt danger if she did pick up her head, and she felt something tugged at her cloak, and then at the hair at the back of her head, pulling some strands mercilessly from her head.

Finally, it stopped, and only a repulsor wake was what kept Nebula pinned to the ground longer than she wanted. Catching her panicked breathing, she forced herself up to look around her; two very large, three foot deep grooves ran perfectly parallel, cut into the ground and ancient pavement by starship landing skids. Pieces of the landing gear were all around her and in front of her form. Bewildered, she looked ahead and saw a very slow, low flying boxed shape vessel struggling to make it to the landing pad by the Monastery; it’s main bottom running light was responsible for pulling on Nebula’s hair, indicating how close she was to death. Hampering its flight was a piece of metal that didn’t seem to belong to the vessel; part of another vessel, with scored and burnt edges to indicate that perhaps it came from a ship that had exploded.

There was more to it, though, a struggle within with the pilot, an all too familiar presence.

Nebula forced herself onto her feet and yelled, “NO! No, I can’t be late! DAMN IT, NO!!!!!” With stick in hand she began to walk forcibly fast, almost to the point of jogging. “Hold on, I’m coming! Please hold on!”

Meanwhile, the entrance the Sith Monastery opened up and over a dozen armed personnel emerged with heavy blaster rifles and the skills to use them effectively. Wearing magged-pressed armor, it wasn’t as tough as Mandalorian plating or as flexible and highly resilient as Saberhide body armor used by Nubian Political Guardians, it was enough for most arms fire. Regardless of the situation, they had all swore to obey and follow the Order of the Sith, and if death was needed to secure the Sith’s main stronghold than so be it. 

However these Sith’s Hands, with small amounts of the Force and with just enough knowledge to sense what was in store for them, they felt suddenly very ill-equipped, untrained, and woefully outclassed with what was coming. They felt it when the Vhinech modified Moonhauler had reached the atmosphere some thousand miles down range, and it just got larger and larger and much more troubling with each passing second. The Force was heavily disturbed beyond anything they all felt before, and it frightened them in a bad way.

Soon, caretaker Sele Nevere appeared out of the Monastery, looking on in distress as the ship slapped the ground again and lifted up in time to clear Mazulah’s Gorge; a 15,000 foot drop if the ship did not clear the 1500 foot maw in the ground to reach the landing pad. The landing pad and sensor/transceiver array itself were islanded on a large rock mason that was only accessible by the large, wide bridge that connected the main wall with the mesa. With no railings, or anything to catch anyone that fell into the gorge, it was a long fall down filled with crags and sharp rocks to impede one’s fall down just a painful little.

 The old Sith’s Hand quickly raised her right hand up and spoke into the tiny transmitter affixed to her dark blue and purple-sash dress. “Any response from that ship yet?”

“None, Madam Nevere,” said the controller inside. “They are either refusing or just can’t communicate period. However, they seem to know the exact approach route despite the clumsy flying.”

That bothered Sele more than the unexpected arrival. At first they thought that it was perhaps Darth Maul was coming from Hannibal sans Coruscant; Darth Sidious had ‘borrowed’ a V-Hauler from those despicable Vhinech 10 years ago to escape being killed on Vhanba, and then used it to sneak in and destroy the race with a fusion bomb placed with their supply of tiberium, placing the stolen ship on Hannibal for safe keeping. The word that Senator Palpatine had retired from the Senate had reached the Sith stronghold instantaneously but as yet Lord Sidious had not made any contact with her. Sensing the dark presence on board from a far, and noting that the ship was taking the prescribed route in to let the controllers on the ground without transmitting who they were and letting those who were enemies of the Sith know they were there, she had ordered the lights for the landing pad and transceiver/sensor array on. 

Now, after watching the vessel eat part of the ground, she felt like a fool. She spoke quickly in her comlink. “Send a coded message to Lord Sidious, tell him we are under-.”

The V-Hauler suddenly lurched and struck the sensor/transmitter array, bending the large structure in half. The ship finally crashed nose first into the landing pad, bounced up, and then rested on its starboard side. 

Sele and the others had taken shelter when it hit the array, and after debris stopped falling on them, the troops got up and aimed their weapons, waiting for her orders. Sele got on her comlink again. “Report!”

“That ship took both our main and auxiliary communications array in one smash! We are totally deaf and blind now save for on hand systems.”

“Smeck!” She pulled out from within her skirting a small blaster and tapped the Force for strength and assessment. The crash ended the Moonhauler’s usefulness for good, which Sele thanked the Force there was no other ships on the landing pad or it would have been a much larger disaster; not far from the landing pad was the main hanger, and very easily the explosion could have carried over into there. 

The entire region was filled with an electric buzz of darkness, nothing remotely close to what she had ever felt before. Certainly not from Lord Sidious, who was just entering his Sith Master prime, or from his Master Lord Grendel, who never reached such an apex of Darkness. Whoever it was, based on experience, and was far too dangerous to take lightly. There were so many questions to be asked, and it all had to start with the insane pilot of the vessel. If Sele didn’t know better the person did not know how to fly it. 

“Begin to move in,” she ordered, and the Sith’s Hands began to move slowly towards the wrecked vessel. Sele maintained some distance behind them, assuring herself at least the fastest retreat out of all there if needed. She may die for the Order, but that did not mean take death and love it. The waves of Force energy seemed to ebb, as if the person inside was doing either one of two things; either they were falling unconscious, or drawing in their power for an attack. “Careful. Unit one and two, blow the hatch. Everyone else, stand by.”

Two men quickly moved towards the portside egress hatch while the others took a half circle set up some 30 meters away on the skirting of the landing pad. One man took a ready position with his blaster trained on the door, while the other reached up very slowly, opened the auxiliary override panel with one hand while holding his blaster nervously with the other, and keyed the emergency escape…

The hatch blew!

 Everyone jumped back at the loud noise and wisps of smoke from the explosive charges imbedded in the hull around the umbilical seal…

And it didn’t blow right. 

The hatch popped up a few centimeters, but that was all.

The man responsible for touching off the emergency escape pulled out a small tactical explosive custom shaped for really blowing the hatch. He slipped the charge under the ajar opening, took cover just under the door, and yelled, “Fire in the hole.”

The V-Hauler was engulfed with quickening darkness, and like a oyster shell it split open and blew apart, sending the two Hands’ flying as parts of the ship hit them. A large, yellowish glow of light flashed out and hit everyone, sending them reeling backwards from the impact of the Force shockwave. Sele caught onto a rock after doing a somersault, saving herself as a few of the Hands lost their balance and screamed to their deaths as they went over the edge of the mesa.

But their screams were not heard, as only one scream echoed so loudly is shook Korriban down to it’s molten core, causing the entire planet to shiver as the scream progressed and intensified. So murderous it was, Sele’s own blood chilled. The others stood up and shook in revelation at the intensity of the Dark Side coming from the engulfed form nestled within the encircled confines of the destroyed V-Hauler before them. The dark skies of night above grew starless, the mild air turned cold, and thunderous Dark Side lightening came down and struck the entity, who only seemed to absorb the energy rather than die by it. The glow began to subside, and miniature Force lightening-like crackles of energies crackled around the figure, who could now be seen by the undamaged flood lights still working on the landing pad.

Sele looked on and choked in shock. “Force, it’s Naressa Rapier!”

Staggering from the wreckage on only one good leg, Naressa growled and fought with all her physical well being left to move her mutilated body. Her eyes shined with a bright fluorescent yellow color, and her skin was an awful shade of gray. Her left arm was completely gone from the bicep down, a piece of her arm bone sticking out from the meat and dangling flesh where the appendage had been ripped off. There were several visible laceration on her body so deep all that could see could see bone; above her right eye they could see her skull, and her upper left thigh they could see that bone when she moved just right through her tattered, burnt dress. Blood dripped from those wounds, including her nose, mouth, ears, and eyes. There were signs of radiation burn scars forming at various parts of her exposed flesh, and some of her hair was falling out; clear signs of her being exposed to radiation for long periods of time.  

Yet in spite of all the life ceasing damage, there was a focus and determination in the Sith Maiden’s eyes, and with every step she took she fought to stay conscious and alive. Growls and shouts of pain would escape her lips with every step, and along with more draws by Naressa to channel the Dark Side to her. She shook violently and dropped to her right knee as she once again fought to maintain her consciousness and control. As she fought her sounds of pain increased, and so did the levels of Dark Side energy. It crackled visibly all around her, and then when struck with a torturous pain, she screamed and Force lightening shot out from her uncontrolled. One of the Hands too close got hit, and the bolt went complete through him. The energy then blew out his eyes and mouth, and he finally self-destructed like a bomb, splattering his end trails with violent force, causing his individual body parts to actually detonate like flash grenades upon impacting any surface they struck.

The mesa which the landing pad rested on began to vibrate violently again, and it seemed as if it were going to shatter like glass. Sele took a startled look to her right and noted that the bridge was beginning to buckle. “RETREAT! FULL RETREAT!” She got and ran as if she were 20 years old again.

Naressa let out another pain filled howl that seemingly tore a hole into the heavens above, the shock wave slamming the fleeing Sith’s Hands onto the bridge half way across. For the first time since the whole episode had occurred, she let out an understandable cry for help. “GGGGGGGOOOOOODDDDDD HHHHEEEEELLLPPPP MMMMMMEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!!!” 

There was another howl, and like magic a wave of cracks seemingly grew out from her crouched form and rumbled across the landscape. The rock and metal easily broke regardless of density, and Sele swore her bones were threatening to break. Quickly she drew in whatever Force power she had and gritted her teeth. The cracks in everything continued to dominate the landscape all around, even decorating the Monastery with them, and then the sides of the gorge and throughout the flats and the hills.

Suddenly, the power release began to ebb, “NO!” the glowing, the shaking, the lightening all stopped, “NO!” and the injured form of Naressa Rapier swayed in weakness. “No!” She fell forward, her right arm catching her from falling completely. She breathed heavily and exhaustively, doing all she could to fight. “No. No, I can’t…stop.” She finally saw Sele and the others, and confusion at first etched across her face. She then reverted back to what she was doing and cried softly, “Help. Help me.” She fought to keep herself upright as she stuck out her hand, as if trying to reach them, struggling to grab hold of hope. “Please, help me. Please? Please help me?”

Naressa fell to the shattered ground beneath her and with fighting breath screamed, “HELP ME, PLEASE!”

Sele got up and very carefully walked across the jagged and upturned metal of the bridge. The metal was completely warped and damaged beyond repair, and it shook with every step she and the remaining four Hands took, ready to betray them with one misguided step. 

Sele signaled for one of them to call for reinforcements and upon reaching the landing pad pulled out her side arm again. Naressa Rapier was not a member of the Sith Order in spite of the fact that she was a Sith Maiden. Lord Sidious had labeled her as an aggressor towards Sithian affairs, and thus should be treated as such if she was to ever set foot on Korriban. As far as she was concern she was trespassing and was trying to foolishly attack them. By the looks of things with just a precursor look, Naressa’s injuries came in the crash, although that didn’t explain away the radiation burns. But that did not change matters, for Sele raised her blaster at the now shaking Matriarch of the Rapier Clan and said, “My, my, are we not in a mess. What am I to do?”

Just as Sele tightened her grip on the trigger to fire, Naressa jerked convulsively back, forward, and then let out a pain-filled howl, followed by a gurgling sound and her body locking up with back raised and buttocks flat. She held that position as if she were exercising, and then finally fought her hands down towards her dress slip.

Sele looked down, and noted a quickly expanding pool of blood soaking Naressa’s dress and the ground under her body. Making a face and stepping back, Sele gawked on curiously as the downed female fought her muscular imprisonment to cover her private area, trying to claw away at her in-the-way dress. Finally Naressa let out a choke and screamed, “NO!” again, her body relaxing as every second passed. “No, no, no! GOD NO!”

With a lowering blaster, Sele felt her inside wretch when some realization hit her. She looked on in sickening disbelief unsure what she was witness. Her Nubian heritage found her speaking voice. “Oceans. What’s going…are you…”

Naressa slowly curled up in a fetal ball, the effort extraordinarily painful showing in her body and on her face, and she began to sob as she grabbed her stomach. Her eyes closed and she continued to wail away uncontrollably, all the while mumbling incoherently. Sele stood there perplexed, unsure what to do. Kill her? Help her? Leave her? What would Lord Sidious want her to do?

Across the bridge and panting horribly, Nebula looked across at the scene and felt her heart tighten up. “No.” Looking at the gawking on lookers, she felt her anger rise up from its holding cell in her conscious and she shouted, “You fools! What in the name of Nefarious are you doing standing around there for! Get her help THIS INSTANT!”

Everyone turned around and saw her approaching form. The Hands quickly brought up their rifles and pointed them at her; totally ambiguous to the all black attire and symbolisms she bore. “Freeze it, Lady! Who are you?”

Nebula kept walking towards them, her anger seething. “You dare raise weapons at your superior? You dare not help one that is more powerful than you? You defy your masters?” For the first time in years, her rage forced it’s way through her controlled demeanor. She couldn’t help it; they were allowing her grand daughter to suffer. She would not have that continue! “Do you wish to die for your insolence?”

Her authority and power in her voice quickly matched the power of the Force that began to build from within her with each passing rage filled second. One of the Hands was not having it. “She isn’t stopping! Fire!”

The four Hands fired, and with a wave of her hand to guide her enraged focus, the blaster bolts to their stunned amazement seem to just fade into her black cloak. She continued on unaffected towards them, her eyes beginning to sizzle with yellow hatred. She waved her staff holding hand, and three of the four Hands were lifted off the bridge and thrown with tremendous force over the sides. In one sudden quick stride, Nebula grabbed the remaining Hand by the throat, paralyzing him with the Force and strangling him before he could use his knife against her. 

Weakened by the exchange and upset by his disrespect towards her, which only fueled her hate for them for not helping her grand daughter and a Sith Maiden, she saw no other option. “Forgive me for what I am about to do,” Nebula said with some sadness. Then her features twisted with fury. “Your actions have drained me, and you leave me no choice but to take what is rightfully mine!” 

Her eyes glowed, and the man began to seize and convulsed, bleeding from every hole and seemingly falling apart. His flesh began to peel, then bubble, and slip off to reveal the disintegrating meat underneath, the muscle tissue beginning to sizzle and burn as if being cooked over an open flame. He thrashed violently until his bones broke, snapping wetly and crunching like rocks, unable to escape Nebula’s grip. Finally he was nothing more than a skeleton, the last of his air escaping his visible and bloody rib cage. Nebula threw the remains aside, and instantly they blew apart like a powdery dust, leaving a talcum-like blur on the bridge.

Nebula closed her eyes for just a second as she felt herself rejuvenate with power. Quickly, she moved towards Naressa’s prone form, walking past a stunned Sele, and dropped to her knees. Placing her hand on Naressa’s forehead, the semi-conscious Sith Maiden began to sigh in relief while slipping into semi unconsciousness at the same time. After a quick scan of her body, that was all Nebula could do. She glanced over her shoulder and looked at Sele. “If you are supposedly in charge, get me medical personnel out here right now!”

Sele snapped out of it and finally asked, “Who are you to give orders? I don’t know who the hell you are?”

Nebula turned to her and pointed at her Sith Maiden eye broach, letting the tip of her finger rub against each letter of the Sith language engraved in it. “Doesn’t anyone speak the language of the Sith anymore? It does not matter who I am at the moment! All you do is look at this and know who I am! If you are in charge, then you should have no excuse for not knowing the E’sithropa tongue you little, little tart!”

The old woman in front of her read the writing, and her eyes bulged out. She stuttered and sputtered. “Mistress, forgive me-.”

“Spare me you insignificant bitch!” Her growling shout made her eyes flash with great anger. “Get on that doohickey of yours and get medical personnel out here right NOW AS THEY SHOULD HAVE BEEN 5 MINUTES AGO!!!!!!!!”

“Yes my Mistress,” she said hurriedly, and began speaking in her comlink as the reinforcements came. “We need a med bed unit immediately! Full life support capability!”

Nebula began to calm down, taking a breath or two before going back to focusing her attention on the life form before her on the ground. She bent down low as Naressa’s head barely moved and spoke softly to her. “Naressa Jaina. Can you hear me?” She let her senses fill the young one and then she let her eyes cast downward towards her pelvis. The light…the Light wasn’t there. “I’m too late!” She put a hand on Naressa’s midsection. “I’m too late!”

Naressa opened her eyes just briefly, looked at Nebula with lost, unfocused eyes before closing them and sputtered out, “Gessa…help me…save…my baby.” She finally faded away into unconsciousness with a harsh sounding sigh. “Juna…save my…baby…plea-ease.” Her head rolled to one side, and Nebula could feel her slip into a coma.

Sele put a hand to her mouth; despite her stunned and malice convictions, she felt her heartbreak and her stomach wanting to let go. “Baby? She was …pregnant?”

“Fortunately so,” said Nebula, tears forming and running down her face. She stroked her beautiful granddaughter’s face with both of her hands. “And unfortunately so.” She bent down to wrap Naressa in her arms, laying her head down on her chest and wept. All the while she used her newly absorbed Force essence from the Sith’s Hand to try and heal her. “I’m so sorry, Naressa Jaina. I failed you. I failed us all.”

However the damage has all ready been done. A Sith Maiden has experienced the pain and harshness of the Fading Light; Force have mercy on the universe’s soul.

THE END OF ACT ONE

