 CHAPTER 44.0

The commotion running through the Sith Order’s command center to the mere mortals that were under Sidious’ command would perceive it as a loud audio and visual compellation of mess that they struggled with every waking second of every working day trying to understand, in the current sea of mass communication information being directed their way, the significants and correlation only he seemed to understand.

It was a mad cadaver of news, records, facts, myths, conversations, and ‘dear Jonas’ messages, traded through a data network between hordes of beings, some clearly obvious to why the Sith Order should take notice, others so mundane and without principal a Hand would wonder privately to themselves why their master would want to even hear about the monogamous relationship between Corellian Senator Ewinis Farao and his wife being repeated over and over in the Corellian media as one of the many examples of the exercise.

Darth Sidious could stand in the middle of the noise, the clutter, and the visuals flashing on all the monitors that tracked everything in the Republic and not be so discouraged. It was a gift of his just to stand there and instead of being subjected with nonsense and importance he heard a informational sympathy that had all the instruments of the Republic’s slowly growing self destruction playing in wonderful synchronicity.

The process of the Republic’s death was not something he directly cause, nor did any of the previous Sith Masters before him started it. Like any life form that could think and was complex in its structure it had a life span based on the decisions it made, any preordained anomalies set forth by its genetic heritage, and whatever disease and virus it purposely or accidentally allowed to enter the body. If he could describe the Republic so a layman could understand it, he would say it was an undisciplined schizophrenic slob of an idiot that looked for a quick fix of drugs it couldn’t afford and had unprotected sex with every idea that came by.

Sidious though not the cause was going to be the physician that ends its suffering thought malpractice and eventually when all was lost he was going to pull the plug on whatever life support the Republic relied on. And so he stood there, like many times before, and just listened to the wails and drifts of song found on in any recording. Soon he could hear it and understand it all.

His acute hearing towards information suddenly heard something that was in a continuous replay loop, a malfunction in a playing disk, a scratch on an ancient phonographic record; Vhinech. It was a word that was now on everyone’s mind, and if it was on everyone’s mind, then they have been watching HoloNet news broadcasts. More rumor than fact, they still believed it all.

On top of that he was not in the best of moods; the Vhinech matter was making it worse. What started his blood boiling this morning was Darth Maul’s report from Naboo; he failed to kill the Vhinech there that had been watching Rapier Manor in combat. The other point about Juna going with Sarch and her friends for parts unknown only added fuel to the fire; it was too obvious why they left, they were taking Juna to the Jedi Temple. That complicated matters in regards to what to do in the future. He ordered Maul home and told his apprentice to meditate long and hard so when he arrived he would detail everything, absolutely everything, that lead to his failure to kill a weak foe.

With those angry emotions blazing, Sele Nevere’s approach to him was one of cautious steps; her elderly face bruised and her right eye a blood vessel popped diorama thanks to his brutality; he wasn’t sorry for doing it, and he didn’t care. She feared him more than ever, and therefore the levels of respect were greater. She waited mutely until he spoke, something she had never done in a few years. “What is it, Hand.” It was never a question but a demand.

“My Master, I have news from the Royal Court of Alderaan.” He motioned for her to continue. “A report has been sent in secret from his Royal Highness to the Supreme Chancellor. They are preparing under tight security to move two captured Vhinech to the Jedi Temple.”

“I thought there was only one Vhinech captured,” Sidious retorted, a tone laid with venom. He had seen hush reports that an Alderaanian citizen had been arrested in the assassination of Lady Organna 6 months ago and had a surprising Vhinech heritage. It was still a fact that his agents on Coruscant were trying to confirm still. “Are our agents in error?”

“No my Master,” she said gingerly. “This second Vhinech was discovered living in a Path religious sect temple only a few short hours ago. Apparently the two Jedi sent to take the first Vhinech to Coruscant was lead by leads to the second.”

“Plausible. I want complete information though at once. I won’t be left in the informational dark on this.” Sidious said it loud enough so everyone could hear. Hands began to move around in a quickened pace after that. He looked at Sele as an idea about how to use the information to his long-term advantage took form. “Have the information leaked to the media through our contacts immediately. Start with what we have. Transmit all new information to me. If necessary I will then have you leak the new information if I deem it necessary.”

“Of course, my Master,” she said with a head nod.

Now with that matter out of the way, he focused on more internal affairs. “What is the status of my demands I gave you last night?”

Sele kept her poise, for his demands were being met. “The slaves are completing the work on your temporary outpost at Dark Ridge Point. Equipment and supplies will be fully installed prior to your arrival.” She moved in closer and tried not to sound forward in tone, but the anger was there. “The technology upgrades are also being completed to Mistress Nebula’s home as per her instructions.”


He gave her a slow nod, not giving her any affirmative. Following Maul’s report, Sidious discovered mainly by accident that Nebula was making arrangements to move Naressa from the monastery to her home in the mountains; he had went to ask her about her need for a lancer speeder a week ago out of curiosity since no one could recall why and noted her gathering of supplies and materials and the change in her clothing; still black with the ever present Sith Maiden Eye holding her new robe together but gray trim around the edges. 

Of course she was going to tell him all about. Or so she claimed. She gave no reason other than the expected one; she was a Sith Maiden, and as such she was entitled to the same privileges as he was. She didn’t hang the fact that she was the only one that could persuade Naressa to join the Sith Order over his head. Unfortunately both were undeniable truths he had to tolerate for the sake of the Order. Other than her little act of ‘self serving’, more like deception, there was no intention on her part that her intent was to take the Order from him through Naressa.

Yet.

Finally Sidious looked to Sele and said, “I detect a level of hatred in your tone towards your superiors.”

Sele’s flinching body told the whole story quickly. When she discovered Nebula for the second time and realized, with a wave of the Sith Maiden’s hand, that she had been manipulated, her pride was profoundly hurt. “With all due respect my Master I don’t trust the Sith Maiden and I never will.”

“But you will follow her.”

Her blue eyes locked with his gray for a moment, and then she cast her gaze down. “Do I have a choice, Master?”

“None at all, Hand,” he muttered at her coldly. “But you may speak candidly without reprisal from me. Go on. I command it.”

Sele was hesitant until he commanded it. Finally she put her hands behind her back and said, “This is foolish, Master. This woman should die along with Rapier.”

“You mean you want me to succeed to where you failed so terribly?” Sidious added contempt to his gaze, making a silent point to Sele that she had her chance and she didn’t take it. “Your failure two years ago to obtain the Dark Hope is what led to this. Don’t deny it, it is fact if you look at it from my perspective.”

Sele noted his angry glare and looked down submissively. “And that is why I would feel more ashamed if this turned against you, Master. You can’t let this woman have her way.” She moved a little closer, but not too close, to Sidious. “As Terese’s friend I was there when she had her friendly chats with Naressa. Juna, although misguided in her Force decisions, is just like her mother; headstrong and agenda goal oriented.”

Sidious frowned just a little. Naressa indeed, but Juna? Headstrong at times perhaps, but having a secret agenda was not a characterization to put Juna under as. He mused, “Juna’s agendas are wide open for everyone to see. It’s part of her need for truth. Naressa made great strides to ensure that Juna lived with non-deceptive thinking.”

He noted Sele raising a skeptical eyebrow, but then she made it go away. With reluctance she said, “My mistake, Master, in that regard. However I do point out Ryder’s purposeful reluctance to share any information about this Fading Light phenomenon. We may be dealing with forces beyond our control, my Lord. I ask why take the risk? I know enough about Rapier that even if Ryder is successful in this plot of hers she will never turn Juna to the Dark Side.”

Sidious had thought about that; Naressa was all ready as deep into darkness as any being of evil, and yet she made every effort in the universe to ensure their daughter had a neutral existence; most certainly not one of darkness, and not one of light either. She wanted Juna to exist in a gray area and not embrace her powers and her destiny. Juna was going to have a normal existence in her view.

It was a delusional tunnel vision view of a hopeful reality and not because of Juna’s destiny. It had occurred to him that Naressa, in her isolated little universe she had existed in all her life, was still vulnerable to reality. Reality was that she was a victim, and victim’s opinions of the universe, as they know it, change. Not all the time, but given Juna’s unique situation it was more than likely going to happen.

“She will turn her, Sele,” he mused assuring. “You see the Vhinech are winning.” He pointed at all the screens around them. “They are winning the war against the Republic without having to fire a single shot. Deep inside that confused mind of hers Naressa knows it. And her daughter is out there, all alone, surrounded by beings unable to stop it. The only salvation for her Gessa she will see is the Dark Side because Naressa can’t live forever.” 

He felt a nudging in his mind; Nebula was signaling that she was about ready to go home. He was going with them in the speeder. Sidious acknowledged it, and turned ready to leave. He added before he left, “Besides that, if she wants to see Juna again, she will. I won't let her if she does not help us. Have no fear, Hand. The old woman is dying, she admitted as much and I can feel it. Naressa has been weakened by her transformation. If need be I can kill them both before it reaches a point of disfavor, and I can obtain Juna by more formidable means.”

CHAPTER 44.1

By the time Sidious arrived at the motor pool, Nebula had just finished settling Naressa down in the back seat of the Sith designed lancer speeder; a speeder slightly larger and more accommodating than a normal landspeeder and a step short from being a troop transport. The speeder had two spacious rows of seating and a much larger rear deck that could be retracted back so a cannon could be added to it. It had other surprises as well, but for now it was a family vehicle.

Nebula pulled and tugged a little more before turning to Sidious to reveal Naressa’s bundled up form, her body enwrapped practically into submission by a thick, large black blanket. All Sidious could see of her was her eyes and the face that surrounded them down to her nose and that was all. Nebula gave him an apprehensive smile and said, “If you don’t mind following directions, would be so kind as to drive?”

So much for acting, she was clearly still upset by his intrusion last night with her get together with her granddaughter. It was going to be too easy to play along. “If it doesn’t intruded in your faith I can’t see why not.” His eyes drifted towards Naressa. “I enjoy being in control.” 

Naressa’s yellow eyes looked up at him for just a moment, and then she silently turned her whole body away from him in fear; a stark contrast from her going ravenous over his appearance last night. She continued to flinch and moan in pain. Whether it was a gimmick or not to obtain sympathy from him Sidious wasn’t buying it. The doctors assured him this morning that she was physically okay all around. They just couldn’t understand why she would still be in pain.

Nebula looked at him slyly and commented dryly. “Of course you do. It is what makes you such a wonderful person to be around.” She climbed in the back with Naressa and once seated she found the younger Sith Maiden immediately leaning into her loving arms. Just as Sidious moved around to the driver side, she suddenly barked out, “Chop, chop now driver! Move us out! Come on now!”

Sidious glared at her disapprovingly; she did that in front of everyone looking on. His eyes found Naressa’s stare again for some reason and again Naressa turned her head, hiding her face in Nebula’s chest. He snorted in contempt, jumped into the speeder, and in short time they were off to Dark Ridge Point. Sidious knew where everything was on Korriban, even the Sith Maiden lands and their home. Nebula knew that as well and played on his every nerve by constantly giving him directions when she wasn’t comforting Naressa.

As they traveled she became a little more open to sightseeing and Nebula obliged with her granddaughter’s unspoken questions. Sometimes Naressa would finish what Nebula was going to say as it dawned on her what something was. It occurred again when Nebula pointed at a passing marker with just her eyes and said, “That sign there is-.”

“The northern boundary point of the Empire of Exe Kaloth,” Naressa said, her eyes filled with knowing and wonder, followed by confusion, of a child. “He…how do I know about him? I never met him.”

Nebula drew Naressa closer and smiled to soothe her. “Don’t worry I haven’t either. He existed 5,000 years ago and proclaimed himself foolishly as the ruler of the universe. A powerful wizard, he surmised that with these markers placed at strategic locations throughout the galaxy he could enslave the citizenry.”

“What happened?” she asked with wanting to know curiosity.

“Well this was the only marker, he died when he foolishly attempted to place the second marker on Hannibal prior to that planet’s holocaustic end.” Nebula looked back at the marker and sighed, “His death created the limerick all Sithian children were taught: Pergo damma lattice Keloth usuf, dafo Jedi yaka meta. Ufor mekacan pos ceti, trasec veci yeesam, the citizen neba structo mucho yaka useu mea.”

Naressa’s eyes blinked in startled wonder and she translated it. “Keloth’s dead without his head, the Jedi didn’t do the such. You see he killed three, but then broke his knee, and the citizens that pounded him didn’t leave much.” 

Sidious cocked an eyebrow and fought down an irritated sigh as he heard that, and then it was followed by a small chuckle by Nebula. Soon there was a brief giggle, a chuckle, a closed mouth flub, and finally laughter that came from Naressa that lasted a few seconds and she suddenly said, “I don’t get it.”

Nebula looked down at her Granddaughter and patted her head. “It isn’t important right now that you don’t understand the limerick’s significants, Naressa Jaina. You’re trying, and that is what matters.” Naressa tried to smile, but a sudden shock ran through her body and she clutched onto her Grandmother for support, gritting her teeth and trying not to scream. Quickly Nebula filled her with her presence and the Sith Maiden quivered down; not calmed down, and there was a difference between the two physiological actions.

“What was that?” asked Sidious out of curiosity as the speeder was quickly approaching a newly established outpost. He began to slow his approach in preparation to stop…

“Take us to my cottage,” ordered Nebula, drawing the blanket around Naressa again and soothing her pain away. “When we are better situated, I will explain.” She noted the brief hesitation in his moves so she chimed, “Has someone adopted a Jedi’s laziness?”

Sidious gripped the steering yoke tighter in anger; the insults were starting to wear on his patience, especially the Jedi references. He turned the speeder towards a recently re-engineered road and traveled up the steep grade. With careful navigation and honed reflexes on the controls he managed to reach the cottage, bringing the large vehicle to a stop roughly 10 meters from the entrance. He looked it over and made a face; calling it a cottage would be an insult to cottages. It was small and of all things available in the universe to construct a home it was made out of wood that had been freshly cut down a thousand years ago and imported to Korriban. To his surprise there was flowerbeds all around it, a garden much larger than the cottage, and even real grass. 

Nebula took one look at the quaint, ugly structure and said, “Home. Thank the Dark Side.” Her eyes gazed downward at her front yard and she let out a gasp. Her yellow eyes flashed with anger and she pointed at what infuriated her so. “Those lousy bastard technicians of yours ruined one of my flower beds! You see this! I told them specifically…” She sighed away her frustration and shook her head. “Oh no. No, I don’t want them to come back here to fix it. They will just make it worse.”

Sidious smirked slyly as the old woman got out of the speeder and began to encourage Naressa to move on out. “Would you like me to summary execute them over flowers? It would be no trouble at all since you have your hands full.”

“Oh be quiet you,” she chimed back. Carefully she helped Naressa find her feet, catching her from falling down and easing her back to standing up. “Easy. That’s it.” Very carefully she let Naressa walk herself but kept her hands on the woman’s shoulders. Midway there she clutched her pelvis again with her arm and bent over slightly. “Okay, okay. No rush. No rush at all.”

Sidious’ eyes squinted at the sight as the two women entered the cottage and he followed right in, a few ideas as to why Naressa was acting as if in pain all the time. Inside though quickly killed his observations: he found the cottage to be as tight fitting as a snub fighter, yet very clean, organized and well kept. Of course if he was a old Sith Maiden living alone like Nebula Ryder what else would he be doing out here by himself since they had no direct interest in conquering in the universe.

“JUST WHAT IN THE SMECK ARE YOU DOING? DON’T YOU FRICKING TOUCH ME YOU PSYCHO SICKO!”

Sidious turned when he heard the familiar voice just in time to see the once afraid and in pain Naressa, hidden within the confines of a large blanket, thankful for Nebula’s touch and sharing of power, now figuratively burning holes into her grandmother’s form, the blanket gone and her naked white body tightened up to the point where her muscles strained. Her power wasn’t apparent, but there was cautious emotions coming from Nebula, who had her back turned towards him. 

With a calm voice but with authority driving it, Nebula said, “I am your Grandmother, young woman. Don’t you remember?”

Naressa looked at her side long and said, “Grandmother? I have no grandmother. She’s dead like my mother. Just like my unborn baby.” She stopped, squinted her eyes evilly and said, “You’re…some kind of fricking freak, aren’t you? I mean look at you; who in the hell wears black all the time! I know the answer: gothic chicks!” She shook a finger and shook it at the older woman who kept her calm. “I’ve heard of women like you. Well I’m not that kind of woman. I have nothing against your preferences but you can count me the hell out of it. I enjoy the company of men!”

“Of course.”

Naressa began to relax, but the tone of her aggression was still there. “Now where are my clothes? Don’t lie to me either or so help me I will pull your intestines out of your ass.”

Nebula calmly presented Naressa body length pajamas. “Right here.”

Sidious watched his one time love affair stare at the clothing, blink a few times, and then her eyes grow sad and teary. A tear dribbled down her face as she took the ancient looking pajamas and tried to talk; whatever happened only 5 seconds ago it was a completely distant memory as far as Naressa was concern. Nebula wrapped herself around the woman and looked back at Sidious and said, “Give us a minute.” Without waiting she escorted Naressa back into the bathroom.

About a minute later the two women came out with Naressa decked out in the non-see through white pajama attire calm as a Nubian ocean. Nebula lead her to the large open section by the wall where a bed had been built into it. Sidious recalled that she requested new bedding material and it was obvious that it was what he didn’t see that was replaced like the mattress. Once Naressa crawled into bed Nebula drew the blanket over her, and then pulled another blanket from the foot of the bed over that one. 

Sidious was going to take a look out of curiosity, but Nebula made a gesture with her hand to halt his progress. Naressa spoke, and for the first time it sounded genuinely like the Naressa Sidious had all ways known. The tone, the pitch, and the strength were all there. “I’m sorry. I must be such a terrible strain on you.”

“No more than life itself,” Nebula said with shrugging shoulders. She caressed Naressa’s face with a loving hand. A slowly growing mirth filled smile appeared on her features, and for the first time both Sidious and Naressa noticed elderly wrinkles on the Sith Maiden Matriarch’s face forming from the facial action. “It just means for starters you and I will be keeping the same hours here in the beginning so I can catch up on my sleep.”

Naressa chuckled for a moment, and then eyed the blankets and mused wryly, “You must get cold easily.”

“I do. Are you too warm? Or would you like another blanket?”

“I’m fine, really.” Naressa then added sorrowfully. “For the moment that is.” She licked her gray tongue over her jet black lips before asking, “My Gessa. How is she? I…you know.”

Nebula looked at Sidious with quick eyes, nodding her head, cueing him to speak. Her look also told him to limit what he said, and to continue to stay right where he was standing. Just as he spoke, Nebula grabbed hold of Naressa’s hand. “Juna is with the Jedi on her way to Coruscant.”

Nebula seemed to approve of what he said and how he said it. Naressa maintained an arrogant silence, not affirming anything he just said. Her grandmother finally said, “She’s safe and among friends for now. Eventually you know just as I that proper steps will have to be taken to ensure her safety. We will take the proper steps as soon as you recover.”

“We, huh?” Naressa peered around the edge of the bed frame to look at Sidious, grimacing from having twisted and moving her body around, traces of the pain she experienced off and on radiating off her body. “Just exactly who is we and how are we involved?”

Before Sidious could retort, Nebula gently encouraged Naressa to lie back down. “In this house there is no argument among Sith. And you need your rest so there is no reason for you to get riled up. You have a busy day tomorrow.”

Naressa nodded somberly in agreement, wincing again with closed eyes intensely. Nebula squeezed her hand and bent over to kiss her forehead. Laying her forehead against the other, she prayed aloud for the both of them. “[I ask of thee the Dark Spirits to offer us a candle of hope. To bless this child of Faradi, my daughter, with the soothing coolness of you wickedness to open her eyes to healing and wisdom.] Bless this child of Faradi, my daughter, who loves her so from the Veil of Darkness.”

“How quaint?” muttered Sidious under his breath in disgust. “Rune is practically rolling in her grave.”

“Who’s Rune,” asked Naressa dumbfounded. Nebula shot a seething stare as if the Sith Lord had viciously kicked a baby. Naressa looked up at her and questioned, “Are you all right?”

Nebula looked back down and sighed with a gentle grin. “Just rest and we’ll discuss it later. In a few hours I’ll be joining you shortly. But for now we need wood for a fire so I got to leave you alone for a few moments. Okay?” She gave Naressa a kiss on the back of her hand, and then stood up and faced Sidious. “Would you be at least kind of enough to lend me a hand with the wood, Master Sidious, before you retire to your post?”

Sidious looked at her and finally nodded, understanding the sign for the two of them to get together outside to discuss what exactly was going on. He went outside first, while Nebula gave Naressa an assuring smile before leaving. Naressa laid in the bed alone and did everything she could not to move around out of curiosity, or more importantly use her powers.

CHAPTER 44.2

Sidious followed Nebula around the cottage to the rear of the structure and took a short walk down a path towards a rough and tumbled, makeshift shed that housed whole wood that hadn’t been split. Along the way he tried to gauge the old woman’s emotions to ascertain if some of her venom towards him was still there. What he found was a well-shielded figure that didn’t seem to be radiating any hate towards him, or any other emotion for that matter. It was like having to deal with a droid; it’s programmed temperament unreadable regardless how much sincerity was being spoken from it’s mouth. 

Reaching the woodshed Nebula mused to him, “Let’s get your unneeded excessive anger out of you by taking it out on some wood.” She pulled out a 3-foot log and placed it on a chopping block face up. She followed it up by giving him an ancient pile-driving ax that she could barely manage to carry without grunting. “After all they are brown like Jedi.”

“You’re sarcasm is a comforting river,” he said when he removed his robe. He grabbed the ax again. With relative ease that was a testament of his training he swung the bladed tool around and sliced through the log with relative ease. The log was split in half, and Sidious kept them from falling with holding them with the Dark Side. Removing the ax, the pieces slid clockwise a quarter turn. He cut down again, and now there were four pieces of wood. 

“Impressive,” contemplated Nebula. Unlike Sidious she didn’t use the Force at all to pick up the pieces to move them aside or to get another log. Again grunting, she placed the log on the chopping block. “You grasp manipulation very skillfully.”

“Manipulation comes in many forms,” he said, staring at the wood before him. “Borrowing from what you said yesterday about the Force it’s all the same thing.” He brought the ax down and another victim was split in half. “In fact as a master manipulator I must say you suck at it. Before we left Naressa seemed to be acting like Naressa.”

“Would it surprise you if I said she wasn’t?”

Sidious looked at her briefly and swung again once he manipulated the log around to quarter it. Nebula grabbed another log to let him think, and he said knowingly, “She didn’t know Rune.”

Nebula stopped and regarded him with that sappy grandmotherly look that was getting on his last nerves. “Correct.” She put the log down and continued as he chopped. “Naressa Jaina before coming here has always known who and what her mother was just as much as she knows herself. She’s not too particularly proud of it, and unfortunately that has haunted her life for a very long time.”

Sidious cut down another ‘Jedi’. “Her motivation to not let Juna embrace the Dark Side.”

“The Force in general, yes. She’s never been proud of her dark heritage because of Rune’s interdiction. That is one of the many things I will work hard in correcting and will do so through the E’oqerst.”

Sidious finished the log off and waited for Nebula to set down another. He let out a held breath and retraced his memories back to just a half hour or so ago. He analyzed those scenes and didn’t necessarily like what he saw. Being the orderly Sith that he was, for organization meant proper discovery started with the one question that eluded an answer. “Many things, like her being in constant pain.”

Nebula stood back from the log and looked at him with contempt. “You think it’s a ruse?”

“Well explain it to me so I don’t think it is.”

She nodded. “As you know we Sith Maidens are Force asilamorphs; we are constantly open conduits, conductors, and capacitors of Force energy. We have conditioned ourselves to the point where just touching air tells us information left behind in the Force. In this form of Dark Purity our sensitive is stronger to where we can drain other being’s Force energy.”

“Which is why you don’t want me to touch her.”

“Correct. Now, Naressa Jaina’s baby had died in her womb. Her death has left a permanent Force impression in her insides. Being off balanced and confused mentally causes an overflow of Force energy that comes towards Naressa and she can’t keep it out or filter it, so the memory is relived in flashes of pain that goes from less the pain she truly experienced to a thousand times worse. She tries to use the Dark Side as an instinctive defense against it and unfortunately that only makes the pain worse.”

Sidious knew that to be true; the Dark Side was about reality, and reality was pain. Pain was life and although one could use the Force to shunt it there was no guarantee that it stopped it. Pain was also a feeling that touched on many levels of complexity, such a physical and emotional pain. In Naressa’s case she had both to deal with. 

Good.

He cut the log, the knowledge of Naressa almost barring Sarch’s child fresh in his mind again, and not only did he split the log but went right through the chopping block until the blade of the ax stuck in the ground. He imagined for the moment that he had split the Vhinphyc’s massive skull and then snorted the feelings away contemptuously. He gestured towards the mess and used it metaphorically to explain. “So when she taps the Dark Side instinctively, and it amplifies the pain, it also amplifies her confused, emotional state. She’s depressively sad, fearful of her own shadow, or very pissed off because of it.”

“Precisely.” Nebula walked over to the cut wood and gestured for Sidious to come over and help her carry it. He was there in short order and she began to place the pieces slowly and one at a time in his awaiting arms. “She lacks control of herself; so much so it’s unlikely she will remember the conversation we just had with her. Through the study of the E’oqerst she will regain what she has lost. The knowledge is there in her, but she can’t access it internally without having to visit the past and the death of her baby. In a way I will be working her from the outside inward instead of inside out.”

Sidious had about four pieces of wood in his arms when Nebula stopped. He dropped his arms a bit and indicated with a head nod to add more. The old woman complied, but stopped to think with a piece of wood in her hands. “The E’oqerst works perfectly for her. Reading her mind through the sea of despair she had been living the life of a Sith. She will embrace it with ease and it will be to our advantage.”

“That remains to be seen, “ Sidious said, remaining the undying realist of the two Sith in conversation. “You may know her memories, but you were never there to live them and experience them. Knowing what I know, Naressa is just like her mother.”

Nebula stopped stacking the wood in his arms and she gave him a quizzical look. “Just exactly how do you know my daughter? You have never met her.”

“Master Hades spoke of Mistress Rune in great length and I have learned about her exploits from the Sith Holocron.” Sidious shrugged away the weight and strain on his arms and shoulders. “She changed many things in the Sith doctrine and all of them for the better. She took no excuses and everyone under her respected her. She took care of problems personally and was very manipulative and opened new ways to achieve great power in the Force.” He let her place another log in his pile and watched her bend down to get one more. Perhaps she wasn’t the cunning shrew he made her out to be. It was all an act, just to get into Naressa’s good graces. “I envy you, for you brought to our religion through your daughter a great warrior and a great awakening of darkness and through Naressa and myself it will carry over to Juna when she comes here.”

Nebula stood up with the last piece of wood and nodded in totally agreement. She took the piece of wood and in blur of motion she cracked it across Sidious’ head.

Sidious stumbled back a step or two slowly, juggling and losing control of the wood stacked in his arms that was a too late response of him trying to defend himself from the sudden, unforeseen attack that more surprised him than hurt him. Nebula then reversed her momentum and cracked him with even more force that caused him to take a few more steps backwards as his equilibrium vanished and he lost his balance. He landed hard on his back and for what seemed to be an eternity was seeing double of everything and he couldn’t think. Only his training came to mind, and his hand was going for his lightsaber.

That is as fast and as steadily he could make it. 

WHAP!
Sidious finally came to with the rush of adrenaline from having the ax he used get planted right next to his left ear. The large blade stuck into the ground and it’s curved blade was just long enough to touch his shoulder, causing a slight but insignificant cut to form. Right at the moment, Nebula’s form fell on his chest, and her knees landed right on his elbow joints, nearly breaking them.

Sidious was just about to unleash hell when he felt Nebula’s bare hand on his throat. He stopped and not because she was choking him; in fact she wasn’t even applying even a fraction of pressure. She didn’t have to; what he felt tingling from her touch told him all he had to know about failure. Only moments ago and yesterday she had warned him about touching Naressa’s white Sith Maiden skin, warned him what the consequences would be. Nebula, with the same white Force absorbing skin, was touching him, but unlike Naressa she had control over it and it made her at that moment a thousand times more deadly.

He could feel it; there was a sensation in her touch, something behind it that wanted to insert itself in him and drain him of his dark existence.  He swore he could feel her pores licking his neck, to taste what may be a sweat, delicious, powerful reward that she has captured. He wondered how fast it would take her to drain him, and then he wondered why she didn’t do it. 

He finally forced his eyes to look at her, and although she had been within his sightline for the last 10 seconds he finally saw her face for the first time. It was not a calm face. It was more like a person restraining themselves with great effort. During his travels into the Coruscant abyss he seen such beings struggle in corners and hidden recesses made such a face. A face that revealed the strength of their will, trying to fight against whatever demon possessed them be it intoxicants or insanity. 

This was the Dark Side of the Force, the most addictive drug anyone could get hooked on, that was eating away at Nebula Nimh Ryder’s compassion for her Sithian brother. Unlike anything else an addict gets hooked on to feel powerful the Dark Side delivers power. When one goes back for more they are more than likely to be satisfied again and again.

“All I have to do,” she said so coldly that wintry cool air escaped from her mouth, “is drop those shields you keep trying to probe, and it will be over for you in 3 of my heartbeats.” She flexed her fingers a little, the sensation actually producing a prickly feeling as if the Force within Sidious was clothing getting snagged by thorn bush pickers. It felt too eerie for him, and that uncomfortably made him fume.  “The more powerful you are in the Force, the faster I can drain you. It is also futile to resist with shields. It will only speed up the process. Unless of course you don’t want to suffer as you die.” 

Nebula let out some rushed breathes and shook her head, then emphasized all that she said next with haunting sincerity. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to not suck you dry right now? You are powerful Darth Sidious, and that power would give me another 100 years of life. Take away all my aches and pains I still feel despite my youthful body. Give me the strength I need to fly again for long periods of time. Ohhhhhhhhh!” Her body shuttered with near orgasmic ecstasy, complete with moans and groans associated with such an event. “How I love to fly, Lord Sidious. To fly is to know that you have defied that one master of the universe, gravity, which mere simpletons must still answer to despite technology. You see, they’re cheating, while I just simply thought and I soared.” She closed her eyes and let out a tongue-licking sigh. “All I have to do is drop my shields, and I will be given all that I want and desire. I am so tempted to do it. It’s taking all I have to keep me from doing it. Whether you notice it or not, Naressa Jaina looks at you and sees power she can literally take. And as you know now I am no different.”

The tingling in Nebula’s touch vanished, and when she opened her eyes a single tear drop rolled down her face, and her voice was one of great calm and sorrow. “That would mean I would have to stoop down to your levels of sinfulness. The kind of levels where I kill both you and Naressa before you both reach a point of disfavor, and I can obtain Juna by more formidable means.” 

Sidious frowned after hearing the Sith Maiden paraphrasing every word he said to Sele prior to leaving the Sith’s Hand in the control room. “You heard that.”

“Sith Maidens hear everything, Lord Sidious. Everything.” Another teardrop ran from her left eye and down her cheek, dribbling and clinging to her quivering jaw. “We especially pay attention to threats made to our existence. Call it more of a spiritually inherited trait than a genetic one. But you know I was going to let that threat slide. After all it’s just a Dark Jedi threat to me, and a Dark Jedi threat is as empty as a starving man’s stomach; desperate, needy, and nothing of substance in it.”

It was the second time she referred to him as a Dark Jedi and despite the situation he was in he took offense to it, showing his displeasure of being insulted with a deep scolding frown. It was an insult; he didn’t start life wrapped in a brown blanket and destined to serve people lesser than him. He was born to rule them. “Oh, so that makes us different. You threaten to kill me and you don’t carry it out? Who here has the Jedi in their blood?”

Nebula looked around in frustration for a moment and more tears ran down her face. It finally dawned on him why she cried, but she spoke the answer. “By the rights of my faith, not my power, I can take your life. After that I would have to live with the guilt of that decision. As an E’oqerst I am required never to take a Sithian life without sound reason. Making an empty threat behind my back thinking that I wouldn’t hear it isn’t sound enough, and it wasn’t the reason why I attacked you. The true reason isn’t either, but you pushed me. You pushed me to take action in order to save our religion.”

She gripped his throat hard and drew herself close to him, letting him feel the licking sensation through her hand again. “If you ever think of or speak of that parasite, that abomination, that monster called Darth Rune ever again I will make every effort to kill you. Do I make myself clear?”

Sidious growled out his response. “Perfectly clear.”

“Good.” Nebula rose off him and away from him quickly, not offering him a hand and showing no regrets. Sidious pushed the ax away and sprang to his feet, staring at her turned back with rage. He watched her walk over to an ugly, worn, holey burlap covering, lifted it up, and revealed stacks of cut firewood that she could handle. It finally occurred to him, his mind clearing up enough to comprehend devious plots again, that she had this planned out before hand. This wasn’t spur of the moment: he was once again a victim of Sith Maiden genius and it was infuriating. 

She turned around with wood in her arms, wiggling her hand up to her face to wipe the tears away. She calmed down, her eyes drying and she mumbled somberly, “If you want I can heal you. I’ll make time.”

It was clearly an olive branch, but Sidious had his fill of prickly things and flowers. He just shook his head slowly and he cursed out, “No. Save your energy for someone that needs. I don’t need your help.” He walked up to her with his hand clearly on his lightsaber. “And the next time you do that, I will hit back.” 

Collecting his pride Sidious walked past the cottage, jumped in the speeder, and left at a high rate of speed to the outpost down below. There were practice drones down there to practice on. If they weren’t ready, than the slaves will do.
