CHAPTER 36.0

Doors opening, researchers and Cade Hooley noted Magus Prophet’s hour later arrival upon the sound and took noticed that he wasn’t in his usual Vhinech Order grandeur; missing was his dark navy blue robe and gray, usually barely fitting, tunic. He wore his pants and boots, but sported a sleeveless, dropped neckline white shirt that seemingly looked ready to rip if he flexed his muscular stature anywhere. The all too familiar decoration of the names of his kills registered on his body as tattoos, with just about every inch of his torso and arms covered, was as always very hard to miss.

But something else caught Hooley’s attention when he met Prophet half way. That is, something else that was missing; something just as familiar as the Vhinech’s black horns. Sometimes if conditions were right one did not need the Force to sense Prophet’s approach because of it. He muttered under his breath, barely a whisper, “Prophet, did you…bathe?”

The Vhinech, unlike the Human’s quiet expose, said audibly loud enough even for the port and starboard stabilizer crews could hear it, “What business is that of yours?”

“Never mind,” noted Hooley in some embarrassment. He quickly led Prophet towards the examination area, swearing that the large leader was snickering; he didn’t dare turn around to steal a peek. There, scientist and researches swarmed around their active desktops and hovered around the articulation frame that suspended Naressa Rapier’s severed arm between two sensor arrays above and below with a energy field holding the arm in a firm grip. 

Prophet was the first to speak, for he noticed something strange. “Explain to me why the limb has not decomposed. I do not smell rot, nor do I smell any chemical agents that were used to prevent decomposition.”

Hooley looked at the arm again and finally realized it. “Come to think of it, it does look like the arm was just severed yesterday. Except…now I’ve never seen dead skin look so white in my life.”

The one researcher, one of Hooley’s own, said without missing a beat, “That’s because the arm isn’t dead.”

Hooley took a look at Prophet; the Vhinech’s eyes narrowed, apparently gauging the validity of such a preposterous notion with the Force. Hooley, of course, needed more than just someone’s say so. “Human body parts can’t survive without the body post humus.”

Another researcher, this one a Gotal-Vhinech, said in the other’s defense, “I would concur with you, Admiral Hooley, if the limb had indeed stayed dead.” He pulled away and showed both Hooley and Prophet his screen, which contained a series of blips and zigzagging lines scrolling downward. “Approximately a day ago, the subject limb began showing signs of function biorhythmically. Decomposition, as you two have noted the lack of, ceased, and the flesh, including the fingernails,” with a touch of a key, the arm turned in the energy field to show off 5 very evil looking black nails that extended about a good inch away from the finger tips and were edged, “has changed.”

Hooley moved closer to get a better look at the arm. “Impossible.” His curiosity peeked, he reached out to touch the limb…

And then suddenly, the hand clenched into a tight fist. 

“Shit!” Hooley jumped back from it and practically backed into Prophet behind him. Standing up, he looked at the scientist with scorn in his face. “Nothing in your initial report indicated anything like THAT just happening!”

The scientist turned towards him and expressed their looks of shock. “That’s…never happened before, I swear on a stack of testaments.”

Prophet looked at it with a crane of his head with just the slightest hints of surprise on his harden features. When the hand relaxed, a slight uneasiness seemingly swept through the room, and a low, challenging growl began to escape from his sneering mouth. He murdered out, “Something about it has changed.”

“Understatement of the year, Prophet,” exclaimed Hooley. “I about messed my pants when that happen. I’ve seen some reptilian-like aliens have their severed limbs twitch a little a few minutes after separation then stop, but this thing is over a week old.”

“That’s not what I meant,” the warrior muttered again. He continued to glare at it intently, face ticking and twitching as his ire and unease continued to rise.

Hooley cleared his throat and looked at the scientist. “Continue.”

The Human scientist ran a hand over his bald head. “Well, other than…what just happened, there were minimal signs of kinetic activity in the joints and muscles, and synaptic firing within the nerve tissues. We also surmise, with the addition of hoses and artificial regulators, we can pump blood into the vessels that should have been deteriorated a while ago.”

“So…what are we looking at? A mutation? Something not Human?” Hooley was just dumbfounded with what he was looking at, while Prophet remained silent, intensive in his examination of it. “Please tell me you have an idea what the hell is going on because this is just beyond extraordinary.”

“We can’t even begin to explain everything. This Human’s DNA is Human, but far more complex than any Human genome I have ever seen. Mutation? There would have to be the normal, expressed elements of it in the cells but nothing indicates that. What we know for certain is that she was Human, female undoubtedly, elder forties, Corellian sub-structuring in the genome, in excellent health, and was Force sensitive with a midi-cholorian count a shade over 17,000.”

“There is something else as well,” noted the Vhinech scientist. “There are indications that the female was pregnant.”

Hooley snapped his attention towards him. “Pregnant.” He then looked at Prophet, who seemed a little surprised, barely noticeable, in his features. “She was pregnant.” He swallowed down some very destructive curses. War was a cruel taker of lives and the military leader knew that all too well that it did not discriminate. But there were times when even his unscrupulous nature took a back seat when it came to certain lives ending, or in this case not beginning. The woman’s death could have been avoided; it was not an all out assault but a calculated, strategize mission. There was no stray laser bolt that had inadvertently found a victim hiding from the war; severing someone’s limb, and Prophet was not above doing that, was as up close, personal, and psychotically gratifying as it gets. 

If there was one thing he loathed about the Vhinech and the Vhinphyc was the practice of murdering their enemy’s pregnant members as a form of ‘troop reduction’. However, what has happened has happened and he couldn’t turn back the clock. “Continue.”

“There is an oddity in her blood as well. I swear it is Vhinphyckian in nature.”

Prophet finally seemed interested in what they had to say. “Vhinphyckian?” He shook his head. “You must be in error.”

“We may be, my Magus, and we are trying to sort it all out with what little time we have left.” The Vhinech scientist brought up another schematic. “The decay is returning and spreading rapidly. But as you can see it is doing so at the quantum level, not at the molecular level.” He looked at Prophet with a haunted look. “And undoubtedly, my Magus, you can feel it, can you not?”

Hooley looked over at Prophet and quizzed, “Through the Force?”

Prophet’s eyes slit nearly closed as he looked at it. “Yes. The Force is rapidly leaving the appendage. I imagine there will be nothing left of the limb in a few hours.”

“That’s our working theory, so we are working hard on obtaining as much as possible,” said the Human scientist. He waved his hand around the room. “We will be pulling more personnel in here to work double shifts. And if it’s possible we may need more central processors and another computer core to complete the task.”

“Done,” said Prophet sternly. “I want this mystery solved before we lose the opportunity. Obtain any means necessary to do it, but I want all the answers, not a handful of them.” 

Hooley was quick to Prophet’s side as the large entity began to leave. “My Magus.” That stopped him near the doorway. “I’m just as curious as you are with this phenomenon, but how does this exactly fit in our plans?”

“Honestly I cannot begin to explain, Cade Hooley,” said Prophet, looking back at the arm. “No more than they can. However it is imperative we learn all we can about this. It may prove vital in the war ahead. Excuse me while I meditate on this matter.”

“Of course,” said Hooley and watched him leave. He then walked back to the scientist and dragged the Mersader Conglomerate researchers together in a small huddle far from their Vhinech colleagues. He whispered, “Give it to me straight, can this phenomenon be genetic?”

One of the medical surveyors noted, “It seems to be. So far the changes seem to befit an evolution process that has been ongoing for years. Like any genetic pre-disposed disease conditions were such that eventually triggered it. If I had known better, I would swear it was done on purpose. ”

Another scientist followed that up with, “You mean up breeding?” Hooley made a puzzled gesture towards him, and so the young Human explained. “You take a female with perfect genes, for example, and mate her with a similar or even superior genetic male and thus an excellent genetic offspring is produced. Theories of evolution suggest that is how, with time, newer, stronger, and smarter versions of life forms are achieved.”

Hooley nodded and shrugged, “I’ve heard that argument before in grade school. Of course the one problem with it is nature itself.”

“And you are correct, Admiral. Case in point if animals are so clever about picking and choosing dominate genetics within their species, then why haven’t they evolved. The answer of course is sequential consequences in nature itself. The clearest example is we the sentient being. We alter the ecosystem and the natural environment, or we get too involved with nature, it disrupts attempts trying to be made by those animals underneath us.”

The speaker pulled out a miniature data pad, turned it on, and gave it to Hooley. The screen was showing the genome they were currently studying. “In this case, we’re talking about nature uninterrupted. This resembles the results of a controlled experiment, an experiment where everything is carefully calculated from beginning to end, right down to parentage DNA being genuine and pure, or nearly pure. That, the calculations and planning, in itself is incredible; given how long this has taken it would have to take the individuals involved a very committed motivation bordering on spiritual insanity to see this through.”

“I see,” mused Hooley, staring at the genome model before him. Science in any form bored him save for warfare science like how low watt energy can be converted to much more powerful forms of lasers by sending the energy through a tibanna gas matrix or the use of heavy element gases against beings not immune to it and deploy troops that were immune. It was as important as any measure of tactical understanding; with it someone in command knew how to use it in offense and, if possibly, supply a reliable defense. 

Hooley, however, was intrigued even more with this because of what the scientist proclaimed just a few moments ago. Someone, or a group, spent their time and effort to achieve naturally a perfect being. Tactical questioning came into play; why would someone do this? Who would want to do this? What does this evolutionary change achieve? Prophet’s own words replayed in his mind: it may prove vital in the war ahead. That worried the Vhinech, all of the Vhinech, so that could mean only one thing: there is someone out there with serious enough goals more inspiring than Prophet’s.

Hooley figured it was time to ask the questions, but given that Naressa Rapier was dead, that left him to begin with, “So this evolution can be passed down to, say, an offspring?”

They looked at one another for a few quiet moments, and the lead medical scientist, Doctor Ador Zorin, was the first to speak. “Of course. Once something becomes interlaced with the congruent DNA, it is passed down. Test show, however, that this particular phenomenon has not been occurring very long in the subject’s genetic ancestry. We guess she is the second or third generation to have undergone this changing process. With time I predict that all the future offspring will actually be born in this unusual form.”

Hooley stopped him. “But this is occurring after death.”

“Yes, it is isn’t it?”

Standing up a little straighter, he looked at them all as if they had swallowed paint. “You’re suggesting she is still alive?”

“It would explain a lot of things,” noted a young technician. She tipped her head towards the Vhinech. “They have been leery with that arm ever since it arrived, and it has gotten progressively worse. I think it has something to do with the Force, and I think they are thinking the same thing we are because of that fact.”

Hooley smirked as he looked at the Vhinech; obviously his own people could see what he was seeing. Still he didn’t buy the argument that Rapier was alive; in his experience with Jedi in the past they were fidgety and worrisome over strong sensations through the Force. More times than he could count it was over inanimate objects, but what really got their underwear in a bunch was when they encounter living, breathing, speaking beings, as was the case during the Mid Rim Conflicts. At that time the core leadership of the terrorist were non-Jedi Force users that somehow missed by the Jedi’s sensor scopes as it were and that alone got them in a lather with the memos Hooley read while Fleet Admiral in the Republic. The Vhinech use the same Force, so why couldn’t they be just as nervous around a dead limb that clearly belonged to a once living Force sensitive being. 

He pressed on with his questioning. “That aside, what does this change do? I mean there is a reason why someone went through this entire, intricate process and apparently it was to achieve this new form. But what is so different about this that makes it worth the long wait?”

Doctor Zorin shrugged his shoulders and worked his tongue around his mouth before he spoke. “I would guess whoever is responsible wanted to create the perfect being.”

“Right.” Hooley let the sarcasm drip on the word heavily. “And in a perfect universe this has no tactical application.”

“Well…um…I guess that could be accurate.”

“No, Doctor Zorin, that is totally accurate. In history, the only long term science projects longer than a year with no military advantage gained from it are the study of the Maw and general astronomy. Whoever this woman’s ancestors were, and even with the late Misses Rapier now, they did this for one reason and one reason only. The perfect being can easily be the perfect weapon, be it through a brilliant mind or a strong resilient body.”

Hooley let it hang in the air for a moment, and he finished with, “Or through the power of the Force.”

“Oh my,” muttered Zorin, and the other doctors and scientist mumbled amongst themselves.  

Hooley let them contemplate the possibility, and then continued. “I want separate reports made on this. Have one of those reports sent directly to me via hush messenger.” He waved them away, and then he pulled out his comlink and contacted the bridge. “Comm this is Admiral Hooley. Is there any word from Magus Servant from Naboo?”

“One moment,” noted his officer on the other end. “He did, marked private for your eyes only. He also sent one to Magus Prophet as well.”

“Very well,” he said, and then shut off his comlink. Looking back at the arm, and once again noting it’s twitch he shook his head. He may have had an idea what was going on, but the little things still amazed and shocked him to no end. Prophet also had tipped his hand; the Vhinech knows, or has known all along, what Hooley and the others have just discussed.

CHAPTER 36.1

Magus Prophet didn’t head directly to his room to meditate. Midway there he made a detour for the docking bay that housed the entire fleet of their Sullustan Moonhaulers. He reached the inner observation deck overlooking the lot, and said to the control officer, “You. What is our current running inventory of our Moonhaulers since the operation at Uiennar.”

“I-I don’t know off hand, my Magus,” he said nervously.

“Then look it up!” The order shook the glass in the booth and the officer and his two shift associates worked feverously over the computers. Prophet’s eyes danced over the scene below him in the docking bay; there were well over three dozen Moonhaulers with blank areas where there should have been landed ships amongst it’s ‘brethren’ so to speak, twelve of them to be precise. This after they reassigned flight designation numbers after the mass casualties suffered at Uiennar all in thanks to the Vhinphyc Sleeper. Some ships were out on patrol, some on maneuvers, some on specialized missions.

But everything rested on the inventory, which was based on confirmed and non-confirmed specifics. The officer finally said, “My Magus, there are currently 6 Moonhaulers on sentry patrol, 10 on maneuvers, 4 on specialized missions, and since Uiennar only one Moonhauler remains unaccounted for based on tactical data.”

Prophet’s eyes squinted when he heard that as the report from the battle appeared in his mind. “What were its specifics?”

The officer read them off. “Team Aculon, Insertion Three, Ventral contingency, under the command of…you, my Magus.”

That was it! It dawned on him in a way similar to Juna using the Force to swing that thrown lightsaber back into his eye; the pain of that memory throbbed his eye and drove him mad with the implications here. It occurred to him, and it was the only explanation that made sense. Juna’s mother, the Black Rose, was alive and she had managed to obtain the Moonhauler in question under her control.

And that was why Palpatine left Naboo. She might have contacted him instead of the others…or…

He kept his smile of his face as he ordered; “I want the Moonhauler squad commander in here now. I want you to then contact the bridge and tell them on my orders to begin long range sensor sweeps. They are to look for the missing Moonhauler’s emergency signal buoy. Maximum scans.”

When finished with those orders, it was no time at all before the Vhinech in charge of the Moonhauler squads came before him. Prophet looked at him and ordered, “I want you to select 8 pilots to fly in the captured science vessels we have to go on a search mission. I want two pilots each to go into the separate quadrants of the galaxy assuming Coruscant to be the exact center, one pilot above and one pilot below the galaxy’s 3 dimensional axis-terminator. They are to scan for one of our Moonhauler’s emergency signal buoy and if they do find such a buoy signal they are to reported it immediately and awaited for instructions.”

The commander excused himself to carry out his orders, and Prophet looked at ships before him. Just when it looked dull and gray in regards to Palpatine it has now become too good to be true.

