CHAPTER 84.0

“As certain as the death of and the taxation of life, there is always a little light in the darkness.”

With her brittle voice and old point of thought, the small glow of the flames around the interior of the ancestral home of the Sith Maidens grew slowly to bring an amber glow to the pitch black gloom to prove the last part of Nebula Nimh Ryder’s statement. 

The less intense, primitive light that burned on top of the dozen candles with a wave of her hand was wanted for its spiritual romanticism and needed for its lack of glaring intensity; the artificial light had bothered her eyes. The hum of the power transformer that was only hooked back up to her home nearly a month ago no longer gave its humming opinion; she had her granddaughter turn it off to eliminate all the artificiality. The belief of the E’oqerst was of nature defined by the individual, and to Nebula the elimination of technology was enough to satisfy her soul need dictionary interpretation. 

Most of the candles were around her bed, the bed she shared with her daughters, the bed shared by many Sith Maidens and shared with no man. Nebula’s form became visible with the growing light, her white face the most dominate of her features to be revealed, a polar opposite of the black and of the yellow glares of ancient lighting that surrounded her. The low glow with its flickers caused by the draft seems in the windows went along with the Sith Maiden’s age lines and the shape of her face to produce the necessary feature shadows required by such low light, betraying the slight increase in age appearance in Nebula’s face since the battle with the Vhinech had ended four days ago; it was not great, but there was a difference even from when the Sith Maiden Matriarch had returned from the resting grounds. 

“It is true in the heavens with the stars in the night sky and the moon that will soon be in my window,” she continued to speak, loud enough for Naressa to hear. “It is true in the summer on some other world, when the fireflies flash and blink in the eventual short hours of twilight. It is so found in the laughter of our children chasing those fireflies, and we can’t help to smile to further brighten the moment.”

Nebula cuddled more with the blanket wrapped around her to keep her cold body warm; it wasn’t the Dark Side that chilled her, nor was it the dew heavy night that drifted into the cottage through the open door. The door was left open so Naressa, who worked feverishly on a portable data pad to find anything in the downloaded information from the ruins of the V-Haulers for any clues, could listen to her. The younger Sith Maiden, but not necessarily young, sighed again as nothing appeared before her. Once again, she started at the beginning, while Nebula continued on.

“With my little girls I was a planet being burned by a binary star system,” she mumbled quietly with a small smile. “So joyous was our time together. A choir of jubilation, more smiles than tears.” Nebula wiped a tear from her eye before it ran down her cheek; she was not going to cry now. Instead she focused on what mattered to her the most, the best of memories so close to the end of her life. “[We spoke in our language, telling those same old jokes passed down from the burning fires of home. We read our books, those books unappreciated just as we were unappreciated in the grand scheme of the Force in the eyes of the Sith Lords. We worshipped ourselves in the Dark Side: us, for we are the Lights of the Darkness, the eventual Widows of the Wick.]”

The data pad in Naressa’s hands gave her the wrong answer, and with a running start off the porch Naressa chucked the device impressively over hand. Before it hit the ground her eyes glowed with thunder and she destroyed the object like a sporting clay. She said rudely walking back to the porch, “Nothing! Not a single smecking clue!”

Nebula closed her eyes and sighed, nuzzling her head more into the pillow to rest it. She spoke in Basic again, staying on course. “Without the light there is no Darkness. Without us there is no Dark Side. It would be nothing more than a useful tool for fools. And the Darkness would have no meaning, for it is the light that defines it as the Darkness, the opposite, the antonym.” Opening her eyes she watched Naressa enter the cottage and slump into the chair next to the bed. Naressa then buried her hands into her face. “Without the light, Darkness is nothing.”

There was a long pause and Nebula asked her, “Were you listening carefully, Naressa Jaina?”

“We’re not going to find her,” said Naressa, rubbing her thin waist with troubled worry; no, she did not answer Nebula’s question. “Juna’s left and told no one where she’s going. Sanctuary, obviously, but it might as well be nowhere. Enothchild knows where it is and he’s missing. These Vhinech that attacked us didn’t have a clue. Dace has gone through everything. I have gone through everything. Maul has gone through everything. There is nothing.”

Nebula sighed a little. “Obviously you haven’t listened.”

Naressa lifted her head up and said, “I can’t feel her, Grandma. I can’t feel her anymore.” She tapped her heart with her left index finger. “I feel only whispers, and those whispers are only hate. I fear that I’ve already lost her.”

“Or perhaps she is too very far away,” said Nebula assuring. “And as I said not so long Juna will never hate you, only disagree with you. Again, you haven’t been listening to me.”

Naressa, who had buried her face in her hands again, rose up again. “No! No, a mother is never distant from her child’s heart unless either one or both choose to be!” She held out her hands, begging for an answer of sorts. “I’m powerful, and yet I’m helpless. I can’t see her no matter how hard I try. Does the Dark Side betray me? Is it Rune’s doing? Or is it me?”

“Only the light has the answer, Naressa Jaina,” said Nebula plaintively. 

“Terrific,” said Naressa angrily, standing up in a huff to walk to the kitchen sink to stare out the window. “The one thing we Sith don’t have in abundance. Somehow I doubt mindless philosophy is going to help us here.”

Nebula coughed some, and then had to really cough to clear her throat. Naressa came back to help her sit up in the bed to help her breathe. After a few seconds it ceased, and the grandmother stared into her granddaughter’s eyes hard as she spoke. “It is not philosophy it is fact. Weren’t you listening to anything I said? What I have been telling you for weeks now?”

“How could have I missed it? I hear everything, I remember everything, I can see and feel everything EXCEPT my Gessa,” Naressa’s words rolled out empathically her disgust. She walked away again to stare out the window. “My Gessa. She has fallen. She is no longer my Light.”

“No, Naressa Jaina, she has not fallen,” said Nebula tiredly. “We would’ve known she had fallen. And never ever say she is no longer your Light. She is, now and forever, your living Gessa.”

Naressa didn’t answer her, keeping her back turned. Nebula stared at it as she laid back down as her strength waned. She let out a sigh that betrayed a lot, and she committed herself to what could be seen as a sin among her fellow Daughters of the Dark Side. “You know where Sanctuary is, Naressa Jaina. You have always known.”

“Oh really? Well I don’t recall it.”

“You have known before you lost the Little One,” said Nebula touchingly. “Before you lost a piece of yourself. Before you lost your unborn Gessa.” Naressa’s head came up as if in realization, but she didn’t turn around. An admission. “A piece of your one time love was also lost when she perished in your womb.”

Naressa finally turned around with her mouth slightly gapped. “What you say is wrong.”

“Then why is it that the Vhinphyckian language you knew so well before was lost to you when you needed to translate those words you heard in the Dark Side? It’s simple, because all of your knowledge in that regard, everything you had gained from your experiences with your Enothchild, was lost when you lost your Vhinphyckian daughter. They were linked together in the Force, and when one was lost the other followed. Your mind shuts out what you do remember because it is those little things, like language or the laughter of a baby in our tummies. That means so much to us. When pain is associated with them, we don’t even try to look at them. I should know; every night, for years after their deaths, I can still feel my children on this bed lying by me. However I long accepted their passing and that was my fear; that I wouldn’t. You, however, have broader issues.” 

Nebula pointed at her sternly. “Explain to me how I am wrong. You can’t. You can only hide from it. ‘What you say is wrong’ is an admission of you hiding from your fears. You know your Little One possesses the knowledge, but you’re afraid to confront her.”

Naressa shook her head. “I’m not afraid of the dead.”

“Then leave this cottage right now, and go to the resting grounds if you are not afraid!”

Naressa froze in place, snapping her mouth shut. Nebula gave her a look and Naressa finally said, “I’ll go. I’ll show you how wrong you are.” Like a child throwing a tantrum and being sent to her room, Naressa stamped her feet hard on the wooden floor surface as she left in a huff. Nebula could hear her steps although her hearing was not very good; the sound of her shoed feet scuffling the wood of the porch, the sound of the gravel being disturbed as she walked the path, and lastly the sound of silence as Naressa moved far away.

Nebula just laid there for a few moments in silence, staring at the window, composing her thoughts, and waiting for Naressa to soon return. It would be sooner rather than later, and it won’t be because Naressa made it to the resting grounds. Naressa was acting so much like her when she was a little girl; all those times when she got mad at her mother she would ‘run away’ only to come home an hour later; every time her mother predicted that Nebula would be back and sure enough she was right every time.

The sounds returned; the disturbed gravel being kicked by dragging feet, and eventually the low, sadden sounds of footsteps on wood. Naressa came back into Nebula’s view, and in sadness collapsed beside her on the floor, reaching out to grab hold of Nebula’s hand. She said, “I can’t do it.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

“And you don’t?” Nebula squeezed Naressa’s hand as hard as she could, but there was no strength there. “Perhaps you can’t say out of pride?” She shook her head. “Ah. Remorse.” Naressa didn’t acknowledge or deny it. Nebula encourage Naressa to draw closer by pulling on her hand the best she could, which the younger woman did as asked by the gesture. “You fear many things. You fear the hate your daughter feels for you. You fear that Enothchild will not forgive you. You fear all that is happening is your fault. Most of all you fear what your Little One is going to say to you.”

Naressa bowed her head slowly. Nebula took her free hand and caressed her head affectionately. “If there are questions in your mind, then they must be answered before you reunite with Juna. If you feel that you are ready, then you must go to the resting grounds and prove you are.”

“I can’t go,” mumbled Naressa with a shake of her head. “Not alone. Please not alone.”

“You must go alone, Child. No one can answer your fears except you and you alone. Your guilt over losing your Little One is what blinds you from Juna. With the Little One’s help, she will help you to see.” Nebula caressed her head some more to assure her, and also to encourage some sense to get through her thick skull.

“Come with me, please,” Naressa begged. “I’m afraid.”

“I can’t, Naressa Jaina. This is your journey of troubled waters, and as an E’oqerst you are responsible for your own voyages. Besides my time is nearing its end.”

Naressa squeezed her hand a little and moved in closer, almost getting into bed with her. “Then I will stay with you until you are gone. You shouldn’t be alone, not as you die.”

“If you like,” said Nebula agreeably, but grilled in as an after thought, “it just means Juna will never be saved soon so I can possibly meet her.”

Hurt, Naressa went to pull away in frustration, but Nebula managed to hold on to her hand, keeping her from moving away. Nebula sighed and said, “Naressa Jaina, at one time not so long ago my greatest fear of all my 134 years of life was dying alone.” She smirked a little after she had admitted her age; she couldn’t help to feel embarrassed by it, her pride in her vanity made a little red. Sith have to have their sins to be Sith… “Although I welcomed the day that I would be reunited with my beloved Husband and Children, there was this…thing? I don’t know what to call it for certain, but as the days moved on towards my end, I began to feel that no one would care if I had died.

“That’s it, actually. The thing.” Nebula blinked a few times in the realization of it. Going back to the night she had the omen nightmare of the Little One dying, she saw herself weeping over what she thought at the time was lost of her two precious children. It was that, but it was the loneliness associated with their departing that had built up over the years to dominate her, starting with the day after Darth Hades officially had told her of Faradi’s death. She cursed everything and separated herself from everyone else and made everyone forget about her. “I wanted the loneliness in the beginning, when I lost Faradi. I blamed the Sith Order, their influence, for her end…well supposed end, and I blamed myself for allowing it to happen. For years on end I enjoyed my life the best I could because suicide is never an answer. But there was always the loneliness at the end of the day to make me cry. I didn’t see it as loneliness, but as guilt and sorrow.”

Nebula’s steely yellow eyes looked upon Naressa. “I didn’t realize it until you came along and entered my life. It…augmented the feelings I always had to wanting to meet you ever since you were born. All those years ago your birth was a short lived blessing, for I thought surely Faradi was well on her towards changing her ways. Alas it wasn’t to be.

“But you came here, and you lost a lot. Just as I had, your losses were never about the number but who.

“I saw myself in you. Ha, isn’t that a joke?” Nebula laughed just a low, a chuckle that didn’t quite cover a cough. “You know, since we are related.” Naressa smiled a little and nodded. “It finally dawned on me when I left the resting grounds to return home that up until that very moment I was afraid to die alone, but even more frightened of the fact that it was I who placed myself into that position.”

Nebula pulled Naressa back towards her laying form. “Thanks to your company, I am no longer afraid to die alone.” She pulled her Granddaughter into a loving embrace and squeezed with whatever strength reserves she had, and when they were spent she felt Naressa Jaina pick up where she left off and let out a sigh of relief as she felt that she got it. She gave pause to absorb the moment, knowing in her heart it would be the last time she hugged her precious Granddaughter Naressa Jaina Solo Rapier…

“But before I go,” said Nebula with tears starting to dribble down her face, “I have to at least know you will and my Great Granddaughter are going to be okay. I won’t rest until you are both safe, and I will fight on to live as long as I can until I am assured.”

“But that would be too painful for you,” cried Naressa. “The clutches of Death will make you feel every moment. Don’t torture yourself because of me.”

“Then do what you have to do to ensure that I rest in peace,” said Nebula as plainly as possible. “Go and reclaim your Light, my Dear.”

Naressa looked at her with darting eyes, caressing her Grandmother’s face with a loving hand. She leaned forward and kissed her with quick, gentle affection on the mouth, and finally pulled away. “I will.” Naressa wiped her face dry with her hands. “I swear I will.”


Nebula smiled and said, “I know you will. You are a good girl, Naressa Jaina. Just as your father raised you to be.” She laid back down and let out a sigh. “Both your daughters await you. Put your fears to rest.” Just as Naressa went to leave, she said, “Oh, Naressa. One more thing, Dear.” She came back into view. “I will know that everything is all right, so whatever you find out from your Little One don’t hesitate with it. Go to Dace. Go get your daughter.” Nebula closed her eyes and rested her head deeper into the pillow. “I will wait for your return.”

“It may be days or weeks.”

“Then I will wait days or weeks.” Nebula turned her whole body away from her and stared at the near wall. “Best get going then to shorten the time.”

Naressa said unseen to Nebula, “I will. I promise.” She grabbed a few things from Nebula’s dresser and ran out of the cottage so fast she forgot to close the door. 

All was silent save for the sounds of Qxught and her choir of children singing gracefully in the Korriban winds that picked up, blowing both the cold air and the sweetness of their voices into the cottage through the large opening. Not surprising Nebula’s body cooled more, but the songs of those long gone and never forgotten caressed her ears with the power of grace and splendor; neither hurt her, nor did it blow out the flames on the black candles, their tall and slender appearance modifying to become a shorter, fatter representation that slowly erased the significants of their one time glory.

Just like a candle, Nebula was at her end. She had no more wick to extend her life. The fire was fading out, the flame now a mere tiny flame in the Dark Side

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

The creaking of wood made her open her eyes, and she knew it was not a memory when the door slowly closed. And when she heard the rocking chair in the living room moved towards the bed. And when she heard someone sit in the rocking chair. And when she heard the rocking chair being rocked slowly. 

A female voice, from a female unseen, said, “You have betrayed us.”
Nebula closed her eyes, shrugged her shoulders, and kept her body turned away. Plainly, she said with no regret, “Is that not our E’oqerst as Sith?”

The chair stopped rocking, and there was silence once again, but Nebula knew she wasn’t alone. Finally, the female voice said, “The E’oqerst we were so close to changing, the E’oqerst that is the Va’der.” 

“As I asked, is that not our E’oqerst as Sith?”

The rocking chair began to rock again and a loud chuckle came out. “And here, I thought the Dead were the most powerful.” 

“The Dead still are,” mumbled Nebula. “It just burns your ass when a mortal plays you like a second rate Jedi.”

The rocking chair stopped again. “Do you have any idea what you have done?”

Nebula completely around and said, “I have made the future uncertain for everyone that can see it. No one will ever know the outcome, just as…particular individuals of the after life persuasion attempted to make the future absolute and certain without flaw.”

She smiled and added, “Haven’t I, my Daughter? Do tell your Mommy the truth.”

In the rocking chair, the ghostly spirit of Fawni Nimh looked at her mother sadly and said, “It wasn’t my idea, Mother.”

“It was never our idea, Fawni,” she corrected her, referring more to the whole and not of the current part. Nebula closed her eyes when Fawni’s hand reached out and caressed her head over and over with love. It was a love that grew in intensity with every touch, every stroke. “And that is the funny thing about ideas; the only one that can believe in them for so long is the one that had originally thought them up.”

“But even you had given up on your ideas,” said Fawni.

“Of course. For the good of our kind.”

Fawni raised her eyebrows and let out a low whistle. “And this is based on what I told you.”

Nebula smiled widely and said, “Can you forgive me?”

Fawni joined her slowly in her smile and assuring in tone said, “You all ready have been forgiven, more than you may even think.”

“But do you forgive me,” Nebula asked, going back to a discussion they have had for so very long, ever since Fawni was still alive and was a child. Those times, though, were insignificant and had no meaning behind them; they were nothing more than questions of curiosity, much like the question Naressa imposed only a few weeks ago.

“So, that is your REAL fear, isn’t it? Not that line of bullshit you told Naressa Jaina that you both shared the same fear.”

“I had to lie a little to her one more time to get her ass to the resting grounds,” noted Nebula for the record. “Except about the Light. That is true.” She sighed and looked off disappointedly at the cloud-covered moon through her window. “In the Darkness, in the fog of despair, even in the loneliness of my life I always managed to find the Light within me to continue to live. We do have to have it, or there is no Dark Side to embrace.”

Nebula looked back at Fawni and smiled again, giving her a motherly look that had the affect she was looking for; melting Fawni’s specter aura. “But it was close to the truth nonetheless, but she can’t answer the question I have asked you.”

Fawni stared at her for a few moments, and then finally the daughter crawled into the bed with her, hugging her from behind and babying her still alive mother with her spectral hand brushing her hair. The bulge of her pregnancy hampered some of the efforts just a little, and the kicks associated with being so pregnant thumped on Nebula’s back, causing her just to shiver a little; she wasn’t too old or too evil to be creep out.

“I understand,” said Fawni as she laid her head against her mother’s head. “I forgive you for what you did to Daddy. Now and forever and beyond.”

Nebula finally broke down and sobbed joyfully, and when she did all of her pain, all of her misery, vanished from her body. She had never felt so light in her life, nor did she ever felt so good. “I’m coming Creighton. I await your answer.”

CHAPTER 84.1

Naressa was breathless, but not from the running she had done, nor was it from the fact that an eerie glow seemed to surround the Sith Maiden resting grounds in the darkness of night; it was a transparent veil of the spectrum but mainly yellow like her eyes and it haloed over the location like light off any moon. It wasn’t how the pure red flames that burned from the perimeter torches, nor was it the purplish fire that seemed to speak of a peaceful language that burned in the pyre that was held by the tall statue of the Great Father. Nor was it the ominous mausoleum or the crypts that surrounded it, nor was it the unexpected quiet.

She was out of breath because she was facing her fear.

Naressa moved towards the entrance of the resting grounds with as much enthusiasm as a condemned man being shown his way to the nearest airlock after a failed mutiny; dragging her booted feet across the gravel in resistance, coming to a complete stop at the entrance only to look towards what awaited patiently for her. That was what was so disturbing the most about Death besides the dying; it had a patience a Jedi Master can only dream about having.

Nebula was so right on. Naressa didn’t want to go see her unborn child fearing what she would say or do, or not say or not do. It didn’t help either that Nebula’s warning from over a week ago about not entering the resting grounds until she was ready filled her head. But how did her Grandmother know she was ready to face whatever awaited her in the resting grounds? 

Am I ready? She asked herself in vocal silence as she stared on, expecting her Daughter to just show up so things were made easier for her. That was the sticking point that repeated over and over in her mind every time she thought of a weak reason not to enter; her children, the one referred to with great affection as Little One and her living Gessa, weren’t going to just appear before her and everything was going to be okay. Life was never that easy, it wasn’t meant to be; where would the challenge be it if were? Life moved based, ironically enough, on all forms of movement; be it physical movement or philosophical thought it did not matter. To live, one must move.

Therefore, in order to find out if she were healthy and sound enough to go save her Gessa, her Juna, she had to move. She had to move on, move on past the loss of her Little One. Not forget her, but find a way to deal with the one loss in order to prevent an even greater loss. Nebula lost two children and although she seemed stable and strong outside the fact that she was dying she was anything but. She had separated herself from everything and everyone and lived solely on her faith and her guilt; both ways to live weren’t healthy for guilt was too heavy and faith can augment it. Naressa didn’t want that life; Juna was still alive and still her baby, and would always be her baby. 

It was about Juna, not about Naressa. It was about saving her child from a fate worse than death. It was about saving Juna from having her body violated by a monstrosity like Magus Prophet. It was about saving Juna from Darth Rune’s possession and take over, where her mother’s evil spirit would occupy the mortal shell that was named after the Ancient Corellian goddess of love, in which the Light that shined so brightly from was, when the take over was complete, forever extinguished. 

So the question really was, to Naressa anyways, was she ready to move on to save Juna.

“I have to be ready,” said Naressa hoarsely, “Or I don’t deserve to be her mother much less her savior.” 

She looked down in her hand, which contained the different trinkets Nebula had carried with her when she left to go to the resting grounds days ago previously. After some careful thought, and with a strange feeling never felt before to the best of her still a bit hazy mind, Naressa stepped up to the entrance and, along with her now removed ger’tah, placed the E’oqerst symbolisms in a cup-like outcropping that was filled with sweet water. After a deep breath, she felt her heart climb in pace as she took her first step into a realm that was far more darker, more sinister, and more holy than any place in the galaxy.

There was resistance at first; it felt like she was trying to cut a thick piece of bantha steak with a spoon. There was a great resistance in her movements. A great effort had to made in order to think. The air was cold, so cold it did not burn or freeze or numb – for numbing does have a progression affect like the other two – but her think she was born without lungs. Her eyes watered; stung by the air and by the effort to keep them open. Her ears were deaf to any sound, even the sound of her own heart, which made her wonder if her heart had stopped beating.

Naressa, in the next second, focused on her darkness, and the world was normal again. That is her reality perception of the world she knew outside the entrance and the gates had made it’s way in as it were. Without question this place was not simple reality. It was the Dark Side, and this was the place that was spiritually like no other. No mere mortals, the disbelievers, or beings of the light side of the Force could not see it for what it was for they did not have the ability to comprehend it. This was undoubtedly where the Goddesses lay down to rest.

This was Heaven.

The fresh fragrance of flowers that had no rights to be in existence on Korriban tortured Naressa’s nostrils with titillation and curiosity, bringing forth a sense of tranquility and calm that eased her nerves. The combination of jasmine and lilacs and roses seemed to warm the once chilly air. Nebula had told her that the Daughters of the Dark Side had tended to the place, but had no real idea even from viewing it from afar how adamant they were in making it look so peaceful. With her nose and one look around to see all the floral arrangements up close and personal, Naressa would have guessed if not told beforehand that the place was blessed with an army of bored spirits of femininity. 

Naressa slowly walked around on the stone path that circled around the Mausoleum of the Great Mother and the Statue of the Great Father, strolling by the dark, ominous crypts that also encircled the two great structures and all the time did not see one Sith Maiden in spirit during her travel. Honestly she welcomed that loneliness, she wanted as much privacy as she could get to muster the courage she needed to just see her Little One. Having the Dead speak to her before hand seemed to be a bad idea, especially since they had their own opinions; with her nerves a wreck, she could easily take on too much advice. Also she knew that this place was wicked, and wickedness was a restless Dark Side soul wanting more power; therefore whatever they said or tried to do if they were around was a danger to her life. She had the impression from Nebula that although they were all Daughters of the Dark Side they were still Sith and a Sith that doesn’t take the opportunity given to them is really no Sith at all, and therefore Nebula placed them at a middle ground; trust and don’t trust; do respect them, and at the same time do not cater to their well mannered words.

Before she could wonder any further, Naressa saw a glimpse of something around the bend of the mausoleum and stopped. She stared on, letting her hands find her dress skirting and began to ball it up in great apprehension.

Little One’s resting place.

She chewed her lower lip as she peered around the bend again to look at it, and the pain of losing her punched her in the stomach repeatedly with every slow step she took to get closer to the small, little, tiny shrine of black stone and flowers. All around it were black marble structures made to look and behave like long stem candles with the small spiritual flames that burned on top. The flames were of an innocent virgin white, bright and bold against everything else that resided in the resting grounds. 

Stumbling to her knees so close to the resting place with the pain thundering in her insides, Naressa felt like she did at the land pad hundreds of miles away and many days ago. Weak. Helpless. No strength. Unable to do what it took to survive. All there was missing was the scene, her screaming, the blood, and most importantly her Little One. She was overwhelmed with grief; filled with so much sadness it blinded her with tears and made her a mute unable to say anything as she struggled to drag her useless body towards the resting place. Her mind clouded over with great darkness, of the terrible things that transpired that led to this heart ripping moment.

With all she felt she had left, Naressa collapsed forward and threw her hand upon the crypt stone. She buried her face into the ground and cried, her tears soaking the grass and earth to bind her sorrow with the moment.

Unbeknownst to her, the shadows of the resting grounds began to move with life all their own, responding to her unshakable grief. The shadows permanently left their sources and gathered ever so slowly at a distance and view that allowed the growing phantasm of darkness to bare witness to the Sith Maiden’s failure. She was not ready; she could not handle the responsibility, the power, the burden and the gift that was the Dark Side of the Force. All she did was grieve and let the grief dictate her life. The grief should anger her, motivator her to do greater things, greater evil and wickedness in the name of her lost unborn child. Instead all she could do was live solely by grief, let her emotions be her motivation to live and not use her emotions like a Dark Side entity should. 

Naressa Rapier was not ready.

As the shadows of darkness finally formed into a fog-like substance, it decided to move forward and be done with her. A slow death was not going to happen; just a removal of her soul to be sent directly to whatever she thought was hell. Her body will fertilize the soil, enrich it with the knowledge of failure for the first time ever a Sith Maiden was not ready for the burden of being a true Matriarch of the Sith. 

It came towards Naressa, and reached out with a hand of instant death to grab her…

“I’m sorry,” Naressa whispered out, still unaware of the shadow that was going to kill her. She never would, for the shadow suddenly began to retreat and separate to form the many shadows in which it was created from, and resume their places of hiding.

“I’m so sorry,” Naressa choked out again. She raised her sad face, not bothering to wipe off the dirt or shake off the grass that clung. Her hand shook as she caressed the crypt compassionately, her attempt at trying to caress something that was of her Little One. “My anger is what got you killed. I…I was angry at myself for not getting the job done the first time.”

In her mind the memory of what she was referring to flashed in her mind; ten years ago, at Rapier Manor, high above on the Tower Maze. She was not alone, for Juna held on to her with one arm wrapped around a leg while her other hand had a hold of Enothchild Sarch’s hand as he struggled to look over the side along with the Rapiers. Down below, so very far down, was nothing more than cracks in the cement and blood where Magus Prophet had landed after he was stabbed through the back and chest and hurled over the side of the tall structure. Her energy was poor at the time from having healed the Jedi Master, but she felt that if she let go of her now growing anger, released through her being, she would have enough strength to finish the near dead monster. As the power built up in her Naressa could see him, see his stumbling form in the woods fall to the ground in a weakened state and prepared to destroy him. 

Even if it meant it would mean her life.

Naressa suddenly felt her daughter’s arms wrap around her waist, and one look down into her eyes communicated that Juna objected to what she was going to do. As if she knew. She knew her mother didn’t have enough to survive if she did attack Prophet. The beast was far more powerful than anyone, including Prophet, knew with certainty, and it would take a person to sacrifice his or her life to end such a life. 

Juna had lost the man she believed to be her Father, and her Husband. Bendian, who she always cared for even though she had despised him for most of Juna’s life, redeemed himself so valiantly from admitting his guilt to being by her Daughter’s side even to his end. The look of that was so transparently clear in her little eyes Naressa could see forever in her Gessa’s soul; she didn’t want her to die. She didn’t want her only Mother to die the same day as her Father.

Naressa conceded to her Daughter’s wishes at the time…

“That all changed in that one moment,” she said to break herself out of the trance of memory to speak to the grave of her Little One. “That one moment when Krendel said Juna wasn’t Bendian’s daughter on the news.” Cursing it out rudely, she said, “I thought Prophet! He knew he had to know the truth! I should have killed him! I warned myself that my weakness was going to cost me. I never grew so angry in my life at the time towards myself for not doing what had to be done! And with my anger, I lost my common sense. My cautiousness.” 

She calmed down, her eyes losing their bright, illuminating glow. “I have always survived, remained hidden for so long, because I controlled myself. And my weakness…I called Juna that before I killed Jurivicious Pern, and I have regretted having said that. She has, and always will be, my strength. She was…what controlled me. I realized for many years, and most recently with your death…how easy it can be…to just lose it like my Mother did.” 

Naressa wiped at her eyes and cried, “I don’t mean to make you feel second. You weren’t.” She paused for a few moments and corrected. “You’re not now. That’s why, with that said, I can only hope that you forgive me for what I have done. I didn’t protect the people that control me! You, and your Sister! I have left you both down; with you I couldn’t save, and with her the future she wanted with the man she loves!” She tapped her chest hard with her heart. “I can feel it here! The void where neither of you are there! I have to have you both in my life or I can’t go on! So please, forgive me! I am so very sorry!!! I need to know…I just need to know that you don’t hate me for what I have done!!!!”

Naressa waited and wept for some sign, unsure what to expect; she still didn’t realize how close she was to dying. If she did know, and if this one at least didn’t forgive her, then it wouldn’t have mattered. She felt during her wait that she was in hell. To not know was torture, a torture she felt she deserved and wanted it to mercifully stop.

The quiet beyond her crying and her beating heart ceased when the dirt in front of her was loudly interrupted by small dragging footsteps coming to a stop. Naressa opened her eyes and through her teary orbs she noted the dark cloth now before her; to her dismay and even with her Sith Maiden eyes she could not make out the color of the material. The wind picked up and blew away the hair that laid in front of her eyes when she peered up at the figure. The figure was small, covered completely up and shadowed by a hood. It was the scariest sight Naressa Rapier had ever seen in her life. Was it Little One, or was it something far less sinister under the unknown circumstances?

Keeping herself kneeled, her torso still hugging the ground as the spirit gazed down at her, Naressa could only think of one thing to say; a passage from one of her favorite books: ‘Resurrection’. “’Upon my gaze was an Angel of Mercy’.”

The shrouded figure tilted its head to one side for the moment, as if listening…no listening to thoughts and memories and voice so long ago spoken. The head tilted back to a normal position, and the shadowing that covered the spirit recoiled away to reveal a very familiar brown robe. An angelic voice said, “’Her gossamer wings emulated light which overpowered my bleakness’.” 

With the shadows no longer there, a little girl’s face, around five years of age in appearance, appeared under the folds of the Jedi robe that mirrored the same color, cut, and design of her Father’s. She bent down and helped Naressa to stand back on her own two feet. She said with little, sweet smile, “’Her soul fed the light’.”

“’She wraps her tiny arms around me and dares me to look at her in equal measure’,” said Naressa with stunned relief, hoping Little One would do just that once she had looked into the little Vhinphyc-Human’s dark brown eyes. Little One did, wrapping her arms around her small waist and drew herself close, laying her small head the best she could against Naressa’s pelvis. 

Naressa let out a gasp and sucked in breathes of pain relief as the agony and the anguish just vanished. There was no more screams in her head, no cries for help, no loss. Her head began to clear, as if she had been asleep all this time and what had happened was simply a nightmare. Of course it wasn’t that easy, this wasn’t a fairy tale that was going to end happily ever after, but Naressa wrapped her arms strongly around her lost baby and sucked up all the relief, all the release, she could. It wasn’t difficult for Little One didn’t seem to mind it at all. In fact it seemed Little One was making efforts to ensure the Sith Maiden did have that relief, that release.

“’And I look, for eternity, so far, is boring’,” said Little One, who’s little body began to glow with an yellow tinted brilliance from beneath her Jedi robe; a grand light that lit up their surroundings. She looked up at her Mother earnestly and said, “Sounds...black though. Dark. Evil.”

Naressa let out a chuckle of tearful relief when Little One quoted the exact same response Enothchild gave her after she had read him the passage so many years ago. She saw it all as a sign of forgiveness, and she felt truly that Little One forgave her. She bent down and picked up the small child to hold her up, letting her hug her tightly. Her little girl arms wrapped around the back of Naressa’s neck and that just caused her soul to soar.

Little One mumbled next to Naressa’s head, “I love you, Mama.”

Naressa let out a choking sob and went to kiss her, but met brown robe material and something very hard. She pulled back, blinking away the tears and taking a knee, and pulled back on Little One’s hood to reveal the cause of her minor hindrance; little white horns that were just starting to come out of her hair. There was, once or at least twice during their night of intimacy that Naressa banged her head against Enothchild’s horns. She snickered and said, “I love you too, Little One.” She gave her a sly smirk and joked, “But you seemed to have inherited your Papa’s bad traits.”

“I wasn’t there for the planning stage for my design,” said Little One.

Naressa laughed at that loudly. It was a joke she had heard from Juna before when she was little, when she had smartly pointed out something just to annoy her. Naressa said at the time that she had inherited it from her Father and Juna’s response was…

Naressa opened her eyes and held Little One at arm’s length, and very slowly stood up. She assured Little One that everything was all right by patting her head affectionately, and took a good, hard look around as if seeing everything for the first time. Her face betrayed the streams of emotion and the dawn of revelation that rolled throughout her mind as the time ticked away. Both infinite and never ending.

Letting out a breath, she turned back to Little One and asked, “I need your help.”

In a very cute scene, Little One bowed just like a Jedi and said just like her Father, “I am here to serve. How may I help you?”

“I need to help your Sister. Can you help me?”

“Of course, Mama. Just take my hand.”

Naressa reached out, and once Little One grabbed it she pulled her along across the resting grounds. As they walked, Naressa began to realize things, a great many things that were a mixture of goodness and evil. Little One just asked, “You want to know where Sanctuary is?”

“Yes,” said Naressa.

Little One escorted Naressa right out of the resting grounds, and at first Naressa felt she was going to lose her. But when she didn’t vanish it was then Naressa understood everything. Little One stopped completely and waited for her to do the same. She pointed over towards the clearing skies above the horizon, upward at the now visible Katlas and pronounced proudly, “There! Above the moon.”

Naressa stared in the direction and noted a flashing light above Katlas that stopped when she locked her gaze on it: obviously the Dark Side giving her a hint thanks to Little One’s guidance through the Force. The star there was faint, suggesting a high magnitude star or possibly a far away star. She focused hard on it, feeling the power of the Force surge in her eyes, and all the other stars vanished along with the moon. All there was in the sky was the single star, and then hundreds of smaller stars around it, and finally a gas hallo that surrounded them all. 

And suddenly, Naressa felt her. Barely. “Juna.” 

She was there. She knew where to go now. She knew what to do.

CHAPTER 84.2

“She is there.”

Darth Sidious watched Naressa highlight the star system on the control screen at the Sith Monastery, while at the same time trying to gauge her. Half an hour ago he felt a stirring in the Force that bothered both he and Maul as they went through all the information again to determine where the Vhinech had come from and where they were going, developing a plan of action and also gaining a lot of annoying symptoms of defeatism. They took a moment to understand what they felt, but that ended when Naressa appeared before them some time after they felt the stirs and announced her find. Naressa didn’t seem changed, and nothing seemed to bother him at that moment.

But still…there was something unusual going on, and it began to touch on some plans he had weeks ago when he agreed to be Nebula’s partner in rehabilitating Naressa, plans long forgotten in the soup concoction of determining Prophet’s plans and the times he spent with the mother of his daughter. Sidious felt himself become the planner, the thinker, again when he and Naressa went away together, but his thoughts were anything but on the matters that he used to think were important in the grand scheme of things. Now, suddenly, there they were and he wasn’t sure why they resurfaced. It was something he decided to put to the side in his ever-flexible mind as she punched in the coordinates and the system appeared before them on the main viewer.

“System 45763,” mused Sidious. The sensor readings showed a system imbedded deep inside the stellar nursery. “This is from the Jedi’s child?”

“Correct,” she said with a mix of coldness and with pressing need. Sidious figured as much given the location of Sanctuary, and on some level he shared in the pressing need. “The system is only five days away from here.”

Maul stepped forward and stared at the imagery, and pointed out, “And the Dark Hope is presumably all ready there. Forgive me but Naboo is even further away than we are.”

“No, Lord Maul, she IS there,” Naressa thumped home, emphasizing it as fact. Sighing, she looked at Sidious and said, “She used Rapier Technology resources to get there.”

Sidious couldn’t deny Naressa, and believed it to be the very place where his daughter was. Being a shareholder in Rapier Technologies himself, and of course having espionage resources in the plant, he had a good idea how Juna got to Sanctuary so quickly. “The experimental propulsion unit. I would say she had a lot of motivation of anger to make her do what she did. However, this does work to our advantage.”

Stepping up to the controls, Sidious used the software in the computer to generate a plausible scenario involving others coming to Juna’s rescue; he assumed it based on the response he got from Muriel Thahada after he tried and failed to talk to Juna and noted the red head’s run around tactics. Tracking back approximately to the time just before they fought the Vhinech, the software gave an possible fixed position to where a rescue force from Naboo would be; obviously Thahada was going to sit back and let Juna be taken by Prophet. It showed the forces only half way between Naboo and Sanctuary, and since the Senate still refused to give the Supreme Chancellor back his military power then it was assumed that no Republic forces were on their way.

“If we leave now, we have nearly a half a day window on everyone else,” he said with some slight approval of the situation. “Half a day to secure Juna and bring her back her, where she belongs.”

“Indeed,” said Naressa with a head nod. “It would be easy to do if we plan and execute things properly. Question is how?”

“Lord Maul and I are going to take back in one of the remaining V-Haulers back to their precious capitol ship.” On one of the screens it showed the docking bay where Sith’s Hands were putting battle scars on the V-Hauler in question. “As you can see we’re damaging the areas were ysalamiri would be in line with the damage, so it appears that they are dead. We plan to tandem our thoughts together to make them believe we are the last surviving Vhinech in their ranks.”

Naressa made a face. “That’s risky. What makes you think there won’t be a bunch of Vhinech on board that ship waiting for you?”

“As you and Nebula said Prophet don’t care about them. And I have an interesting thought.” Sidious leaned against the computer counsel. “What if Prophet has the Legacy Virus, and while his fellow Vhinech are down below he unleashes it on them? It won’t take them over, but it will do damage to their ships.”

Naressa thought about it with slight closing lids and nodded somberly. “It makes sense. Still, what if? With ysalamiri probably covering that ship you won’t know who is really on board.”

“Then perhaps you should come with us,” suggested Sidious, standing up tall and folding his arms across his chest. “You have all ready proven that the ysalamiri have no affect on you. You could be our First Strike weapon.” He then shifted his weight from one foot to the other as if remembering something important. “Or does the E’oqerst prevent you from taking part in this action? Or does Nebula?”

“I don’t feel at peace, Master Sidious,” said Naressa calmly and coolly. She gave him an icy glare that reflected her rage. “I want vengeance, and I want my Gessa. Nebula or faith doesn’t have a say in it.”

Sidious bit back his smile and ordered at Lord Maul, “Prepare to leave, Lord Maul. We are going to take back what is ours.”

“Finally,” said Maul with a sneer, happy as he could possibly be as he left.

Sidious watched his apprentice go, and then reached over and grabbed Naressa by her grass stained dress sleeve. In the empty control room and his apprentice gone he had no problem showing his affections. He asked, “Nebula? Is she gone?”

“No, just very weak,” said Naressa just as weekly. “She said she would hold out until we returned, but I don’t think it will be so.”

“We felt something before you arrived, was that you?”

“Yes.”

“What happened?”

Naressa rubbed her arms and said, “Something that cannot be repeated. Not now, okay.”

Sidious eyed her, betraying nothing as he did. Finally he pulled her into his embrace and gave her an abbreviated hug that she took without hesitation. “Okay.” Pulling back he eyed her and mused, “But if we’re going to get our Daughter, then I suggest you wear something a little more appropriate for the battle.”

“Do you have something in mind?”

Sidious smiled brightly and said, “Yes, and it involves seeing you put it on.”

He took her by hand to the battle stores and began assembling her dark outfit just as he found his version of a Sithian War Uniform. It was far different from the Jedi-like attire; still black, but the material was a combination of projectile stopping, minor energy halting materials such as chain, plating, and leather, and the main body component went from shoulders down to their lower legs in a V shape to allow their legs to still be utilized as weapons. The female version, interesting enough, was completely leathered from neck to toes, with all the fun little extras the men shared. The uniforms could hold more secrets and lots of every secret that can cut, maim, dismember, and blow up. Naressa didn’t need such extras realistically, but she took them anyways.

Sith Master and Sith Maiden Matriarch headed down to the docking bay, where Naressa tossed Darth Maul a case with his uniform in it. Sele was there along with the other Sith’s Hands awaiting any last second instructions from their Master. The old woman also said, “I doubt that you will need us, my Masters, but wouldn’t it be wise of us to come anyways. The Sith’s Hands stand ready to die for you.”

“I need you here, Caretaker,” said Sidious with a glare that overstated his point. “I believe we will not fail, but I do need you to cover for Dace Palpatine as long as it takes us to bring home the Dark Hope.”

“I will, my Master,” said Sele with a head bow, stopping when she and Naressa made eye contact. Finally the Caretaker bent down and said, “My Mistress.”

“Caretaker,” she only said with a small nod of her head. Naressa started to walk towards the V-Hauler’s ramp, and slowed to a stop. 

Sidious paid no attention to it until he realized she hadn’t moved after a few seconds. He watched her look the ship over quite a bit, felt her actually use the Dark Side to examine it quickly from bow to stern, port to starboard, dorsal to ventral; after one pass, she did three more. 

Then he remembered that Naressa had a starship phobia; he learned of it a long time ago before Juna was even born, when Bendian was still alive and Senator, and he as Dace Palpatine was his political understudy. Her husband often dragged him down to the docking bay under Rapier Manor to look at the speeders and ships he was collecting, and when that occurred Naressa would sigh and most of the time not come along; at the time, Sidious just thought it was wifely flippancy because it was the ‘boys with their toys’ time, and with her very cultured nature it compounded it because she saw paintings, pottery, and books and other forms of the norm of collectables as treasure; not some high performance racer or slipstream flight runner. 

One of the times she did come along, Bendian went inside one of the ships and Sidious, as Palpatine, followed. Poor Naressa didn’t; she stood stock still at the foot of the ramp, not one micron of her being anywhere touching the ship, her eyes frozen on the airlock. In his ‘charming’ manner towards her, Bendian didn’t heed to his wife’s fears as he ignored her fright, went on inside, and talked his ears off on board the ship for hours. During the time Naressa did leave, which then Bendian would talk about in detail the latest conquests of feminine hills and valleys on Coruscant. He talked with so much zest Sidious at the time wondered if he was actually talking to an ancient Sith general from the Sith War because – damn – Bendian Rapier took ‘planets’. 

Sidious had to admit though that Bendian, although a forever fool, had his moments of cleverness and going to the starships was one of them; tactically, it kept Naressa away so they could talk privately. It was both rude and classless, but Sidious had no choice in the manner but to go along with it; he was on an assignment ordered by Master Hades, and this was the quickest and surest way to get his foot into the exclusive club known as the Nubian Political Hierarchy. A true Nubian by birth, Dace Palpatine came from a family but not from a family clan, and that meant his name had absolutely no clout, no political capitol. He could win an election on his stance, on his morals and values – not his true ones, of course – but only if there weren’t the likes of the Rapiers, or Krendels, or Bibbles, or Evannavas, or Maltanaws also running; names tied directly to the Royal Throne in one form or the other. It was key for him to get into that realm, and by becoming Bendian’s ‘yes protégé’ he was adopted politically by the Rapier Clan. When Bendian began spilling his guts about his wildness, Sidious knew then he was in before Bendian gave him any political backing.

Sidious also remembered that was the first time he thought how could a man – a swine skunked filth - like Bendian Rapier be married to a very committed, very intelligent, very siren beautiful young woman. With time passing the question reversed itself, and when the truth was revealed to him after he had learned that Naressa was pregnant he understood perfectly, for a Sith Maiden is always in control even when it appears she is not; a thought that still bothered him after all these years. There night together nearly 20 years ago, their indiscriminate night of dark sex, was one of honest feelings, but there was an underlining element that suggested that Naressa used him; Hades had told him that a Sith Maiden lived for strategy, and therefore even the most loving moments could have a tactical significants. Naressa used the pregnancy to make Bendian retire to keep him from being influenced further by the Dark Lords of the Sith.

Ego? A Sith without an ego, or pride, was no Sith Sidious had learned. Like everything else, like with anger, it had to be controlled or it would destroy them faster than a Jedi’s weapon. He accepted a long time ago that their night together back then was sincere. There was, though, that feeling of being used that just wouldn’t go away. Was it his ego, his pride? Sidious couldn’t deny it then, and as he looked at her and thought of Nebula as well, he couldn’t deny it now.

Maul turned and saw her, expecting her to go up and follow her, but he had to stop. Eyeing her finally made Naressa look at him and asked bluntly, “What?”

“Nothing Mistress,” Maul said a little apologetically. “I didn’t mean to gawk.”

“Forgiven and forgotten, Lord Maul,” said Naressa as she walked up the ramp. With him following her, she added before they vanished outside of Sidious’ earshot, “Soon we will gawk at Vhinech blood.”

“Forgiven and forgotten,” said Sidious suspiciously, frowning a little as he stared at Naressa disappear inside the ship, his eyes narrowing as he thought more and more about what he saw. He felt no danger, no deceit in the Force. His gut told him there was nothing to worry about. Ambitiously, though, he saw this going away as a strategic opportunity that he had been waiting for weeks to open up. Now that it was open, he decided to exploit the opening.

Sidious said, “Sele, your data pad.” She handed over her portable device and he quickly typed something on it. Finished, he saved whatever he typed and gave it back to here without telling her what the message name was. “In four days time, I want you to read the message I just saved. No less, Sele. Understand.”

“Yes Master, I obey.”

“Good,” he murdered out and with a proud straight back he made his way up the ramp. All the while he had to remember not to think so loudly.

