CHAPTER 64.0

The morning sunlight of Korriban found its way past the rubble and debris that littered the Uhall’kodalla Highlands, fighting against the obstacles in their way, to light up the region to start the new day. There was, of course, nothing of real interest the day could show in the way of the landscape. As before it was barren, dry, and dead. However that was the burden of the star and the requirement of Korriban itself, a universal truth both had no chance of turning down; the star shined, and the planet rotated on its axis; until the star went nova a new day was a bankable guarantee.

The sunlight managed to stretch into the gothic stones of the Ancient Sith. Its line between light and shadow stretched on into the middle of the carved and inscribed 10,000-pound granite stones, the stones erected by the Harku for the purposes of telling celestial time. It was key for such time keeping back then, for in the Harku were hell bent on sacrificing Atrses virgins in the spring, while the Atrses focused on the slaughter of Harku innocent in the autumn.

On the sacrificial slab in the middle of the formation laid two Sith, and neither were innocent or virgins. 

Darth Sidious opened his gray eyes and let them adjust to the light, and the wonderful, and sarcastically so, comfort of lying on a slab of bumpy, uneven rock was felt once his sensory receptors came online. His left arm was asleep thanks to the warm and inviting weight of Naressa. She laid there within his embrace, her head resting on the left side of his chest.

Last night was still a fresh memory for him, and it was a joy as well as a complication. Sidious and Naressa had kissed a lot, made out, but it never advanced beyond that. He wanted it to; he admittedly was hungry for a taste of what she had to offer. Before he met her Sidious used his power of authority as required on many occasion on a few of the slaves of the female persuasion; after all, they were slaves and therefore nothing; he ordered, they obeyed, no one complained. 

Once Naressa grabbed his interests that habit of making whores faded away, and after their one night stand Sidious didn’t give a damn about any other women in the universe. He could have them any day of the week, with his authority or power as a Sith, or even as the rather handsome Dace Palpatine, he could have any woman, but like his old habit of the occasional once a month whore it would have no meaning. It was a conquest in which he had no desire to accomplish. In short he rather love a woman than love the sex. Naressa was a woman to love, and therefore loving her had tons of meaning.

Last night the love between them renewed, but passively; every time his hand caressed her lower stomach she would stop and complain a little about the residual pain she experienced from his presence coming close to her damaged insides. He inadvertently persisted and she protested, usually by silently pulling his hands up to her covered breasts. When he violated that zone again eventually Naressa began to bite his lip to remind him not to go there; every time it got harder and harder until she pulled with her teeth and caused him to really bleed.

Sidious reached up and felt his puffy lower lip. It was more or less healed now; the swelling was down considerably compared to what it felt like after Naressa’s last reprimand. Taking the hint he had locked his hands together behind her back, more or less hugging her, and kept them there the rest of the time. Naressa rewarded him with deep kisses, filled with her own energy to speed the healing to the wounds. The sensation was a very deep turn on, and Sidious couldn’t help to work harder in his lip work in response. Eventually they stumbled onto the sacrificial slab and in time they settled down into sleep.

He let a small smile grace his face has he stroked her cheek with his hand, hesitating for a brief second before touching her, and finally proceeding ahead without fear. Sidious found such a hesitation a warranted safety measure more out of waking Naressa up; what if she lost control? Then again he couldn’t help actually feeling a little aroused immaturely by such a deadly proposition.

Her eyes fluttered open, and for a very brief moment Sidious noted that they were her old eyes: dark brown. Another blink and they changed into those yellow predators that lacked all reflection, imagery and light. Naressa smiled just a little and said, “It must be the morning after.”

“Sort of,” Sidious said; normally such a statement was reserved for something more special than a teenage make out scene at the older children’s favorite hang out. He wasn’t disappointed though; it still meant something to him. “You still look a little tired. Why don’t you…” he wiggled his left arm from underneath her head, “give me back my arm and you can catch a few more moments of rest.”

“I’m fine,” she said chuckling at the little joke with his arm. She sat up slowly. “I just need to meditate and pray and I’ll be good to go.”

Sidious heard that; go. He didn’t want her to go. He didn’t want to go back to what they were doing. Not right away. Not yet. “Well, would you let an old man take you away from all your troubles for a day or so?”

Naressa cocked an eyebrow and ran her hand over his thinning auburn hair, stopping at the top to grab on and give his head a little shake. “You’re not old, Dace. You’re…aged. Like most things aged, with separation and time, you get better.”

“Really? So I’m like a good wine?”

“Yes.”

“So I needed to rot in a cold, dank cellar, resting comfortably in half stocks collecting dust?” Naressa gave him that playful, inherited smirk of hers, letting her eyebrows dance up and then down. They both giggled a little and Sidious said, “I guess all wine has to suffer in the basement. Look, though…lets just get away.”

“To where,” she asked with a slight frown of non-understanding. “And why?”

“Not far on planet, but far enough from the others.” Sidious let his hand brush through her black locks, resting the hand on the back of her head. “And why? I think you need a breath. I think we both do.” He grabbed her robe’s hood and pulled it over her head. “Just for a day or two. Just to gain a better perspective on things.”

Naressa thought about it for a moment, staring into his gray eyes and couldn’t argue against the thinking or his sincerity. There really wasn’t anything else going on in the universe; the Republic and the Vhinech as a whole was in some strange stalemate. Juna was all right, well guarded on Coruscant and surrounded by hundreds of Jedi now. And Dace was here, accepting her again, showing her the man she knew he could be deep down inside. It was just scratching the surface, though, and she was truly curious more than ever.

“Okay Dace,” she said gently. He let his hands caress her face one last time, and then he turned and began to walk back to his spent speeder bike to make preparations; he had a devilish idea.

Naressa watched Sidious walk away kind of glad he didn’t bite her head off for calling him by his normal name. She felt more comfortable when she called him Dace; of course she wouldn’t call him that in front of the others and make him feel small, especially in front of Lord Maul; losing face in front of one’s dark apprentice would injure the all ready cankerous relationship between apprentice and master. Knowing that, she vowed to make a better effort to call him Sidious while they were on this little trip they were going on.

A trip that didn’t make very much sense to her even though all that was happening in the galaxy was now on pause. Naressa made absolutely sure nothing was in the Dark Side to warn her of danger by letting her eyes close and let herself drift into the mists of darkness. With just a simple exhale the world around her appeared has if her eyes weren’t closed at all. Everything she saw was how it was perceived by the Force itself and in this case it was emerald world that did not sparkle but displayed a kaleidoscope of entertaining swashes of hues that often exploded in brilliance. Such color engulfing and changing displays were there to verify its significants, how it was connected, how it came to be there and at times what would become of it; all of that she could determine by applying herself to any object to any one particular subject. Falling deeper into herself, she began what any normal being would call a perilous journey.

Naressa could sense the many deaths upon the sacrificial stone she sat on, the cries of young virgins, mostly but not exclusively female and too many times children, screaming for mercy as the non-E’oqerst tribal beings forced them down, beat them, tied them up, and ritualized them until their hearts stopped. Often times their tongues were removed before their torture began. Often times they were defaced by body modification in the way of piercings or tattoos; the bodies sometimes were returned to their respected village in the changed condition and tribal leaders would destroy it with fire, causing more pain for those who had lost their child. Often times they were raped, handed over to an appointed chieftain to be ‘born again’ in the tribal sect. Their cries, their fears, their unending grief and pain echoed through the stone.

Naressa found herself totally engrossed with power. The reasons for such sacrifice were not trivial or barbaric; power was gained in such releases of death. There were, of course, better ways to exist in the Dark Side, such need to assign death to the weak and few made one weak and few. The E’oqerst, however, doesn’t necessarily condemn a Sith for doing it unless they do it upon another Sith or it is done on those not of the Sith without just need. Such a need for a Sith E’oqerst would be to energize themselves from having used up their Force resources.

Sith Maidens didn’t need such energizing.

And Korriban was not her main focus of concern. Naressa pushed herself, expanded herself further than the bounds of her mortal form, and before long she was no longer bound to the planet. She was no longer in the system. She was no longer in the sector…

The pain in her midsection returned and reminded her very sternly that she still had limits, forcing Naressa to pull herself back down to her mortal form quite a bit. However that was great progress; only days ago she couldn’t really get beyond the outskirts of the system in spirit. In spirit Naressa had more contact with the Dark Side than she did with just her drifting conscious or her other senses, and therefore had a far better way to view events as they had happened, has they were happening, or has they may happen in the future. It was has close to being a complete god.

Or a goddess in Naressa’s case; the information that filled her senses told of a galaxy in darkening tilt, in a growing tension filled with turmoil, but one held in place. The hold was based on strategy, of movement, of where one must be in order for the rest to move. She asked herself that one question she had been asking everyday for nearly three weeks; was Juna all right? 

Nothing.

She opened her eyes and frowned; nothing was something of a middle of the road type of revelation that had no apparent single outcome; in other words this could be viewed as either good or bad. Naressa hoped more for the former than the latter, and the latter was looking good for Naressa didn’t have that dream she been having almost every night; the one where Juna is being assaulted by Prophet, or whoever it was; she was to the point that she was beyond the light, but not quite close enough to see clearly. Last night was the first break she had in the nightmare vision. Perhaps it was just her conscious playing on her fears in regards to Sidious. With those fears gone…

Were they gone? Or were her feelings for Enothchild gone?

The questions faded away when she noted the small vessel taking off not far from her position; she had sensed the vessels arrival when she was exploring the Dark Side. Lord Sidious soon appeared from the rocky bends with his hands hidden behind his back and a sly grin on his face. Naressa mused, “You seem happy.”

“I am,” he said back. “I will be.” Sidious let his head turn back towards the direction he came. “I got my bike fueled up and supplies.” He walked around her, and she followed him most of the way with her head until he was behind her and up tight. He gently pulled down her hood and slipped a blindfold over her eyes. “All I need is my hostage.”

“Your hostage?” she questioned with some confusion but with no distress has she felt the leather blindfold, with it’s rectangular coverings and shape hugging padding, belted into place in the back of her head. Her smirk grew into a grin. “Just what exactly are you doing?”

Sidious pulled her arms together in front of her and tied them together delicately with thin leather lasso cord. He cupped his hands over her forced cupped ones and said, “I may not prescribe to your view of the Dark Side, but I know of the stories found in your comada.” He leaned forward and murmured, “I’m sure you know this tale.”

Naressa did and her eyes lit up behind the blindfold has she got what Lord Sidious was planning. Her body kind of tingled at the thought, but a little bit of her was not into the idea. For one thing, “You know, I can see through the blindfold.”

“I know you can keep yourself blind, Naressa,” Sidious pointed out, tying her legs together at the ankle with another piece of cord. “Consider this a test of your progress as well as romantic reenactment from Sithian history.” He gripped her hands again to give her assurance. “Control means being able to turn things off as well as turn things on.”

“Well you’re turning me on with this,” she joked a little.

“You know what I mean. It’s also about trust.” He rubbed his thumb across her right hand affectionately, slowly in a circle, deliberately stopping and starting. “I would like you to trust me with your well being. With your safety. With your life.”

Naressa tilted her head to one side a let a little purr slip through her lips. “I can’t see why not. It’s very…tantalizing.”

“I thought you would.” Sidious helped her stand up on her feet. She was going to say something else but he put a finger to her lips. “Silence now. I got to sneak you away.” He grabbed Naressa and draped her over his right shoulder, carrying her towards the speeder bike like a sack of grain. “And no peeking. You’ll ruin the surprise.”

Naressa smiled as she felt herself being seated crossways between Sidious and the handlebars. His arms kept her from rocking back or forth and kept her safe overall. She bit her lower lip a little in anticipation as the speeder bike accelerated forward, knowing how the story Sidious referred to turned out in the comada. It was a beautiful story that ended with both lovers killing each other at the same time.

Hopefully, she mused, Lord Sidious wasn’t going to go that far.

CHAPTER 64.1

Waking up at her usual late hour in the day, Nebula shuffled out of bed and just threw on her Sithian robe for the time being as she went outside on the front porch to spend a little quality time by herself. It wasn’t that she tired of Naressa Jaina’s company, it was just she was so use to being alone and the having her lands so quiet for so many years. It paid to have solo solace once in a great while, especially when she didn’t have children to watch over constantly, even after she had rejoined the masses after years of absence; too much too soon in a crowd will make a person crawl in a hole. 

With her old fashion white pajamas and head cover that was an odd fit with the dark, evil robe she wrapped around her body, Nebula didn’t remotely look like a wicked creature of death and destruction if someone were to just walk by and see her. Of course looks were always deceiving; books were judged too often innocent by their covers. Like any Sith she knew that fact all too well, and she knew Sidious was a cult worshipper of that virtue. He had to be for he was the deceiver that played on the good intentions of fools and he was the predator who lead the prey into his trap.

Nebula thought of that because of what was occurring right now between Naressa Jaina and Sidious. She knew it was going to happen; she just laid the groundwork for it to happen sooner rather than later, even if it was happening at some points too quickly. This going away together had a hidden agenda behind it, no question; Sidious may have had a change of heart with Naressa Jaina, and perhaps he was falling in love with her all over again, he was still a man of hurt pride and a Sith of dark ambitions that were put on hold; both caused by the same woman. 

Naressa Jaina was that very reason why he could not proceed forward with Juna; she was there, stead fast in the past in her convictions that her daughter would not embrace her destiny; frankly even a Sith Maiden could not deny destiny in Nebula’s opinion, only alter it’s known outcome. But now there was this willing and able Naressa Jaina before Sidious, a woman far different than the one he has dealt with for nearly twenty years. A woman that not just embraced her darkness but existed within the realm of the Sith when for years she rejected it. A Sith Maiden Nebula knew from her mental contact with her that was going to sell the Sith out entirely if Sidious gave her Gessa a head cold. Sidious just didn’t believe in Nebula’s idea fully, didn’t think that Naressa Jaina was now a full fledge Sith sympathizer, and therefore he had to see for himself.

Nebula smiled and cuddled herself with her arms. Excellent she thought. Just as she knew the two wouldn’t stay apart, Master Sidious was going to take steps to ensure himself control over his woman. It won’t be in the traditional sense of control. He will not control her with angered words or with brutal physicality; those were both far too dangerous and last night with Naressa Jaina’s temper tantrum it was clear to see why. Here he was going about it in a very un-Sithian like matter; trust. 

Trust was a sin in Nebula’s view right along with self-exploitation and doubt because it had levels of compliance. In the modern Sith universe trust was when fools agreed with someone too easily, but in the real universe, the rest of the galaxy, trust was too much a ever changing intangible, a color with various defining shades just different enough from the rest of primary hue. The best example of the various was in Nebula’s own life; she loved and trusted her Creighton, and with that trust she killed him; in the end, what kind of trust was that? But that was trust, for better for worse. 

Trust was one of those words, like love, that shouldn’t be thrown around has if it were a compliment or a critique. It was a fostering of those involved, a state of mind where has two, or more, beings could remain independent in their beliefs but still have a mutual and profitable understanding. 

And that was its flaw. Sidious was going to milk it all for what it was worth. His intention of doing so was not there in his conscious, but deep inside unbeknownst to him there was that little voice of a Sith Lord telling him that he should seize the moment and the Dark Side will bless him for doing so. Naressa Jaina will have no idea.

Excellent.

Sighing joyfully, Nebula took off her sleeping cap and let the wind howl through her hair, feeling good that things are going according to plan. In fact it was going too good and so silently she thought of an anti-jinx hex to keep it all from going south. There was no indication of failure, and most importantly no indication of threat to her Great Granddaughter’s life although those visions kept haunting Naressa Jaina. However Nebula vowed to look into that more with what little details her Granddaughter relayed to her, which wasn’t much. Still, there just was no indication in the Dark Side that a legitimate threat existed except for Prophet, but that wouldn’t become an issue unless Juna left Coruscant. The Vhinech’s appearance there killed any future attempt at it.

The letter, though, ensured some unfavorable possibilities if Juna left Coruscant. Nebula could see in Juna’s running amok a need for vengeance, and Prophet was an exploiter of vengeance. She wondered how many times he lured fools to him for the sake of vengeance. 

She shook her head; if Juna remained on Coruscant, then how in the hell could Naressa Jaina get her off the planet when the time was right? That was a dilemma. 

It faded from her mind with Darth Maul’s approach on his small speeder bike; a portable machine normally used in their dark forces work. The dark apprentice stepped off and approached the steps of the cottage, and then took a knee. He spoke in that gravely voice of his, “Mistress Nebula, I have word from my Master to deliver.”

“Rise and speak his words,” she said with authority. She admired Maul’s conviction to duty, even though she all ready knew what Sidious was doing.

Maul stood up and said, “Master Sidious has taken Mistress Naressa away to the Titan’s Lair. He also promises that it will be only for a few days.”

“Thank you for the message, Lord Maul,” she said with a small smile. He gave her a little head bow and slowly walked back to the bike. Nebula, of course, saw that he had changed his mind about something; why else would he be here if he could have just used the comm system to deliver the message. “Lord Maul, hold your ground.”

Maul stopped and waited has Nebula stepped on the cool, damp, dead grass barefooted. She walked over to him and said sincerely, “You may speak freely your reservations with your Master to me. I will hold it in confidence.” The Sith Lord displaced his weight from one foot to another, remaining mute. “Lord Maul, do I have to order you to do so? Will you disrespect me by not reveling why you came up here to give me a message that I all ready know?”

“I was obeying my Master’s wishes,” he replied.

“Then you will obey my wishes for I am his equal, and therefore your Master,” she said just as quickly, letting her features get hard and cold. It had been decades but she never lost her touch when it came to having to glare disapprovingly. Her eyelids nearly touched, and she knew the wrinkles she did have came out to provide the necessary angularity needed to be mean when she frowned. 

Sighing, the young warrior said, “Why does he have to go on some…whirlwind romantic getaway with Mistress Naressa? Why now, with the Vhinech so close to destroying everything our kind has fought for? We should be going over leads or we should be going over our combat techniques. We should be hunting those Vhinech bastards down.”

Nebula nodded a little in understanding, but she didn’t agree with his view. Instead she offered, “Perhaps he is testing you.” Maul looked at her with some surprise on his face. “To prove you are still worthy of his teachings after your failure. To see if you have learned patience at all.” She leaned forwards towards him and cocked an eyebrow. “Hunt the bastards down? Pray tell, Lord Maul, where would you start?””

Maul couldn’t hide his wince has if he was been beaten again by his master. She had made her point with his own words. “I don’t know.”

“Now you know why wild winskerv hunts never took off in popularity,” she chimed. Nebula put a caring hand on his shoulder, which he took a long, hard, cautious stare at the movement and the hand; alert he was always, relying on his training to save himself at all times. He doesn’t expect such a hand to treat him in such a descent way, making him a bit paranoid. Nebula just rubbed it instead of squeezing it. “Hunters aimlessly walked or rode about, not even considering the winskerv’s heightened all around senses or their vast territorial ranges. Those fools would only kill sick or wounded winskerv and call them trophies or be killed. Overall the real trophies still roamed the plains. Those who were fortunate to get one were called lucky. They would say it was patience, will, and intelligence. They stayed in one place for days; they do not move, they do not breathe at times. Sure enough the winskerv they seek appear and with carefully planned precision they make their killing shot, many more than one shot; even enough to take out the pride.”

“So patience reaps the awards of the kill,” Maul stated more than asked. Nebula nodded. “How do you know for sure that’s the way?”

She smiled wickedly. “Because I’ve been a patient hunter.”

Maul believed her, and for a moment he smiled just a little. He let it fall though because he thought it was wrong of him to because of Sidious’ wisdom. “You a hunter? Forgive me, Mistress, but my Master said Sith Maidens never truly fight.”

Nebula cocked an eyebrow and Maul shrunk back just a tad. “Oh really?” She removed her hand and blew air out her mouth to make noise. Then she let out a ‘ha!’ has she moved slowly for the stairs. At that point she found herself even more intrigued with Lord Maul, and her need for privacy had completely went away; she wouldn’t mind the company just for her morning meal. “Perhaps I should explain why he is wrong over breakfast.” She made her way carefully up the steps and realized that she was short one person: Maul. “Lord Maul, don’t you want to eat with me or not?”

The Sith Lord looked very apprehensive, obviously because he had never been invited to eat somewhere before. Or rather…

Nebula smiled and said sarcastically, “I don’t bite, Lord Maul. That is I only bite to eat food.” She wave for him to come join her. “Please, if you’re hungry.”

Finally the Sith Lord walked up the steps and entered the domicile. Nebula shook her head has she took in his apprehension has he looked around everything skeptically. Sometimes she wondered if Sith Lords were dropped on their heads. Well, she was about to find out.

As she went inside, she missed the strange shift in the winds.

CHAPTER 64.2

“Caretaker Nevere,” said one of the operators on the reconditioned sensor array systems in the Sith Monastery control room. The elder Nubian female walked over from her command chair and waited for what he had. The man was about to report when he then played around his instruments with frustration etched on his face. “Wait. It’s gone.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Sele, who’s demeanor had calmed quite considerably over the past week or so has she got use to the fact the two Sith Maidens on Korriban seemed to be on Lord Sidious’ side. Her reservations were miniscule, but enough to agitate her over some worthless manner, or in this case an errant reading. “Well?”

“For a moment, Madam, I thought I picked up a transmission. Now, nothing.”

Sele looked at the sensor readings display board in front of the man, seeing nothing but blank space for 500 cubic light years in every direction. Along with the primary sensor array on Korriban they recently finished installing sensor relays and units in the surrounding sectors to boost their sensing capability on Lord Sidious’ insistence. But all there was in their stellar neighborhood were atoms. 

“Did you get any sensor readings on the transmission?” she asked.

“Just that it occurred. It lasted about a second.”

Sele looked at the screen again and drew in a long breath. Puzzled, a line of thought she never enjoyed in her thinking, she said, “Leave the sensors open and look for anything artificially pulsing on a hyperspace band.”

“Madam Caretaker, the 817 Pulsar will play hell with us on that type of frequency.”

“Not if this phantom menace is eluding us by discharging once every so often, as in a homing beckon, or an espionage encryption burst.” Sele stood upright and straightened her heavy thread blouse. “We could have a covert operations vessel in the area, so modify the harmonics and go into passive mode on all but one sensor. We’ll use that as bait; see if something appears. If not then we’re probably getting echoes from the pulsar. Above all keep me advised.”

Once the man nodded, Sele returned to her station and began to go over the night’s previous intelligence notes from Coruscant, trying to find anything related to the Vhinech, the misinterpreted signal the furthest threat in her mind.

