CHAPTER 23.0

Pacing back and forth across the landing deck within the docking bay of the Orpheus, Admiral Hooley waited for the final approach and landing of Magus Prophet’s V-Hauler, eager to yell at him in what he viewed what happened to be a total wash and waste of resources. He had it this time; ships and thousands of personnel were lost in this grab for one person that to him was of no circumstance other than soft flesh. And worse there was no telling if they were out of danger yet given the absolute superiority of the advanced technology the Vhinphyc Sleeper had; it was conceivable that they could be followed and destroyed at any second, regardless of their location, based on the performance of the vessel that attacked them. 

Magus Servant waited along with him, but unlike the Human he stood cool and calm as the other side of the pillow. Only his light blue eyes followed the Human’s moving about. Alone, the two could talk freely without anyone just happening to drop in. Of course, the normal Human did most of the ranting; the Vhinech-Human just kept his mouth closed for most of the time and his arms in front of him, one over the other.

“What is it with these gentlemen and their need to own one person? Was is it that drive them to these extremes to achieve one person?” Hooley kept his pace up to match with his constantly moving mouth, pausing in step at every comma, stopping completely at the end of every sentence, and then pick up the pace when he spoke again. Not much impressed Servant, but he was truly witnessing something that seemed to be very skillful.  “You know Magus Prophet better than the both of us here, what in the name of the Force is his motivations here?”

“My tenor as Magus Prophet’s Study was longer than my tenor under Magus Parable, and yet I am clueless to what he does.” He breathed in, held it, and blew it out. “He trained me, he left me; that was the basis of our training day. Magus Prophet has all ways been that way with every one. Always the loner, more or less one to show himself when battle or training has to be done. Social interaction is something he avoids a great deal.”

“But you do agree that he is more aloof and withdrawn than ever?”

“Undoubtedly. He has turned down the many valuable commodities he has been known to enjoy in the past. Being a former reverend of the Path in the ancient past, he still enjoyed an occasional sermon when the time was appropriate. He does not do that, and I doubt very much he even practices the Path anymore. Before Vhanba’s destruction, he never would trade away the company of any warm, female body next to him if offered to him. A few years ago a female Study of his attempted affections with him, and he stopped training her entirely and had her sent away. The bulk of his military planning in the past was never too secretive. This operation, though trained and drilled on in advance, would have benefited with a hint to what he was planning overall.”

“Goes back to that Vhinphyc Sleeper showing up,” spat Hooley. “It goes back to the fact that Queen Angelleia was on board that ship. I’m telling you, Servant, I have had enough of this crap.” He sighed, feeling an upset stomach coming on and so he stopped walking to try and settle it. All attempts went out the window when a V-Hauler finally looped around and entered the large docking bay. His anger and pride swelled up inside and forced him to take purposeful steps towards the V-Hauler. He was going to have it out with the Vhinech giant. So what if he got killed? He had to show the leader that his way of things is flawed and wrong, and since his own people won’t tell him then let it be he. One way or another Hooley was going to get out of this entire mess.

Hooley went right up to the loading ramp, waited for the door open, was prepared to start yelling.

That is, until a young, dark haired female flew at him with an enough force behind her to almost knock him out upon impact. He landed on his back with her on top and he looked at her; she was young indeed, probably late teens or early twenties, and pretty. With frantic eyes betraying her true feelings of fear, and hands bound together in front of her with seat belt strapping, she cracked wise by saying, “Hey, Mac, do you know where the nearest escape vehicle is on this can of tuna? I’m in the wrong fricking Holodrama.”

MerCon troops that had been coming in upon the V-Haulers arrival quickly ran up to them and pulled Deannta Desser off of Hooley. Coming down the ramp with Cessa Evannava Ferngully cradled in his arms, a very injured looking Magus Prophet reached the ground and handed the catatonic female to a group of guards. He looked at the guards and said with authority, “These females are my special prisoners. They are to be taken care of regardless of what resistance they put up. Take them to my lair; I’ll be there shortly.”

Deannta fought with all her strength to stop herself from being taken away and spoke for both her and Cessa. “We are citizens of the planet Naboo! Not warriors or soldiers of an army in conflict! We ask that we be released at once, or be allowed to contact our government if we are to be imprisoned for any crime. We demand the legal and ethical protection guidelines that fall under the Rules of War drafted by the Alderaanian Convention!”

“Whenever were the Vhinech given an invitation to this convention? Try never! Therefore, I have never heard of it!” snorted Prophet. He waved his hand at Deannta and with the Force he made the female passed out. “She is a feisty one, that one. Have her restrained to stillness before she comes to. This one.” He pointed at Cessa, who just stared off into the nothing in her soiled dress. “Have her cleaned and put in clean clothing. She is harmless.” 

The troops that had both females turned and left with them. Prophet then turned his attention to a recovered Cade Hooley. He could tell the Human was hot with anger, it radiated off him through the Force. Was it his imagination, or was Hooley actually looking for a confrontation? His red eye-yellow eye gaze caught Magus Servant staring at Cessa with concerning interest, watching her until she disappeared in the adjacent corridor. It would appear he did not need to use any words of trickery to throw his star student off guard at all.

“Prophet! I want to speak to you!” yelled Hooley loudly and disrespectfully. The much smaller in mass Human stop short of shoving his hand and finger in Prophet’s face due to the dry blood still covering the beast’s face; Hooley surmised that he may have had a meal, and judging by some of the smell coming form him he started with someone’s guts. He also noted the multiple open wounds in his body, some appeared to be electrical as the cause. 

Servant seemed to get nervous more than concern about that. The Vhinech could feel what caused those injuries, their signature very strong and radiant. He wondered to himself who caused such damage with the Force. At the same time he wondered how in the hell Prophet survived such an attack; some the wounds appeared to had reached vital organs and caused damage, but without offending his Magus with a Force scan of the injuries, he could only guess.

Hooley, in the mean time, continued his rant. “What you did is cost us thousands of personnel, some of your own people, and the bulk of our armada with this stupid ploy of yours to get yourself one woman! A woman that is of no consequence in my opinion! You blew this, Prophet! Where is you precious little gem, eh? Neither of those woman look like her so tell me was it a complete failure for you?”

Prophet pulled out an unusual looking data disk and tossed it up in the air for Hooley to catch. Hooley did easily since he actually jumped back fearing attack when Prophet moved. Inspecting it, he noted that it was labeled. “’Son’? Wait, what in the hell is this?”

“Our key in taking over the Republic in three months,” said Prophet calmly. He clasped his hands behind him as if in contemplation, and then began walking around the V-Hauler. This prompted both a puzzled Hooley and Servant to follow him. “Contrary to what you may think, I had no intention for failure at all. Everything has gone according to my plan.” 

“My Magus, forgive me,” interrupted Servant. “Mass casualties of our warriors are what you claim to be a victory?”

“It is, my former Study, when you view the entire matter accordingly based on what I have all ready revealed to the both of you.” Prophet turned around and pointed at the ‘Son’ disk. “With this disk and for 60 Vhinech lives, we are now in the position, if we want to, of obtaining over 500 million Vhinech warriors to be used against the Republic, more than 20 times the total of their military operational strength.” He watched the two look bewilderedly at the disk now. “Yes, you are holding the only true copy of the Legacy Virus in existence. Once the encryption interlocks have been defeated, all we have to do is feed the virus into the Republic’s central HoloNet messaging system, and from there it will spread, cultivate, and finally awake our sleeping brothers and sisters from their long induced slumber.”

Hooley remembered everything Prophet had told him a few days ago, and felt his anger vanish. He held the desk carefully and began to ask a question, but Prophet cut him off. “Admiral Hooley, you think me so one dimensional? You want to know where I got it? I got it from Sarch. How did I get it from him? I had him lured to the Uiennar; after all, he was stuck on Sullust with the other Jedi monitoring that situation so I could not necessarily go there. How do you lure someone away from his dedicated duty? You put the life of someone he cares for in peril. In this scenario it is the Queen, who foolishly left Naboo enraged with Pirus Krendel’s statement about her father not being her real father.”

“But the Vhinphyc was not on the Queen’s ship,” mentioned Servant. “Not in the beginning.”

“And you are correct. Remember, I just never mentioned WHEN he would be on the ship. Just that he would be on it.” Prophet began to reach inside his robe for something. “And you both thought my intentions was towards the Queen. Fools, that was Pern’s failure, and one I will not surely repeat.” 

Hooley looked up from viewing the disk to see what Prophet pulled out, and went bleached white; he had a woman’s severed left arm. “For crying fricking loud, Prophet!”

“Relax, it is not the Queen’s arm. It is only her late mother’s arm.”

Hooley found himself beside himself again. “Do you not have any decency?”

Prophet blew his nostrils out at him, and then tossed the limb to Servant who caught it with some reluctance. “Servant, I would like you to do testing on that arm. Deep genetic profiling, I want everything mapped and verified within theoretical measurement.”

“I will,” he said finally, but he hesitated to leave as he stared at it. “There is…great power here.”

“Yes, I have felt it.” Prophet strolled over and touched the hand. “Even in death, it still has a living connection to the Force. I have never seen anything like it before. And I want to know why.” Servant nodded, and the Human-Vhinech left immediately to begin his work.

Prophet turned back to Hooley and said, “Now do you understand the methods to my madness?” Hooley looked up at the giant. “They all truly think I want the Queen and the Republic. They will believe it based on the information at hand; the Vhinech riots on Sullust, the Legacy Virus’ existence involved in the attack, Krendel’s timely press conference that seemingly drew Angelleia into our supposed ‘trap’ for her, the arrival of the Vhinphyc Sleeper, and that disk in your hands. They will think and think, basing their conclusions on the most complex of possibilities, but it will still center on her.”

“In truth, I want the universe. They will assume that my goals will be shaped by my obsessive need to possess her and they will plan their responses around it accordingly. My aggressiveness to obtain her will be their proof of that. Those responses will leave open gaps of attack once we have cracked the encryption protocols on the disk and have unleashed the Legacy Virus upon the populace.”

“Sound plan,” Hooley finally had to admit, the wind taken out of his bruised pride and the need to yell at Prophet. “Very sound, but one problem. Won’t the Republic find a response to this threat?”

Prophet held up his hand, extending his finger to make a point. “Did I happen to mention that the disk has the only prevention and cure to the Legacy Virus? The data is rooted in Vhinphyc numeric algorithms.” He gestured around the docking bay. “We truly have the only means in the galaxy to create a cure. However we do not need to, for we have the cure right in your hand.”

“But the Sleeper?”

“What about her?” Prophet snorted to indicate how significant she was. “Her hate for us and the Republic is equal. She will never help them. Besides, she has her own ambitions for the galaxy, and that is why we must start acting now for she is the only true threat to us.” He moved closed to Hooley and put a hand on the Human’s shoulder. “I know you are angered. However like you I am a military strategist. You know full well that in planning you are thinking whose lives you are willing to sacrifice to achieve victory if the situation presents itself as such. Do not pretend that this is a totally alien concept. With sacrifice in battle, we will achieve a grander victory in the war.”

Hooley’s thought processes were diverted when the second V-Hauler of the group that stormed Queen Angelleia’s ship arrived on schedule according to mission profiles. Looking at Prophet’s form behind, he said, “Perhaps I was in error in my thinking.”

Prophet smiled, but kept the joy and smugness out of his voice. “Any man can make a mistake once. We learn, we move on.” He lost the smile, turned to Hooley as the Vhinech began to disembark off their V-Hauler. “Are you prepared to move on, Admiral Hooley?”

Hooley looked at the ‘Son’ disk again, and let out a long, winded sigh. “Yes.”

“Have all personnel abandon the battleships and destroyers. All equipment is to be transferred over here. I know it will take time, but we have that time.”

“We’re abandoning the other ships?”

“They are of no value now. This ship will be the moving base for our Moonhaulers, and it will be my are main offensive weapon.”

Just as Prophet was going to brief the arriving Vhinech, Hooley said, “Magus Prophet, wait.” He turned around. “What about Sanctuary? You said you would get its location.”

Prophet turned around and regarded the Admiral with a grim face. “Indeed. I did say that, did I not?” He let out a brief sigh, and then remarked, “Do not worry. Queen Angelleia will give us the location of Sanctuary in due time if we do not find it on the disk.” 

“What? Wait a minute. How in the hell is she going to do that? Prophet!” But before he could stop him again, Prophet was all ready in full conversation with the other Vhinech. With old suspicions returning, he turned and left. “You want to play games? You got it.”

CHAPTER 23.1

Later in the day, Deannta woke up and found herself in a very large room; given it’s size it was more like an auditorium than a private quarters, but it was filled with items to suggest otherwise. Her hands were bound behind her and attached to the metal chair she sat in, her feet inconveniently bound to her seat with her legs bent under her. The Vhinech obviously took no chances with her being the only one of the two females in the room with any sanity left.

With that Deannta looked at Cessa, who sat only 6 feet away from her in a similar chair, wearing new clothing, not bound in any way, just staring out the large window in front of them revealing the stars. Quite frankly, Cessa’s distance from her was more than that mentally, probably even in another dimension based on her non-responses to any stimuli. It had been that way since that large fricking thing took them prisoner. The initial shock of being in his possession had wore off while they were in hyperspace, but not the necessity to get the hell out of there before he came back. 

“Cessa? Cessa, please, we need to get out of here and I need your help,” said Deannta quietly. She wiggled slightly to get herself to look at her friend more squarely. The metal cords held taunt and dug into her flesh as it was meant to do if she moved. Flustered from the pain and predicament, she said angrily, “Cessa, say something so I know you are still with me, damn it! Come on! If we don’t get out of here we are going to become some Vhinech’s baby maker!” 

Fighting defeating tears, she said remorsefully, “I didn’t mean to yell at you. I…I just need you to find the keys to these bonds so we can leave. Okay? There’s probably a key lying around here, there all ways is. Please, Cessa, snap out of it.” Even with the Royal Cruiser destroyed, she had this feeling and kept the faith that Juna and the others were still alive. “Look, Cessa, Juna is coming. She and Bravo Squadron are on their way to save us and blow the bastards out of the cosmos. She is going to rescue us and put these guys in the ground. But we need to do our part, Cessa. Please, just get up and look around for a key and we’ll get out of here.”

Cessa was as unmoving and as uncaring as stone until the door open behind them. Neither female could see who had entered, and yet Cessa began to shake in fear. Finally Deannta saw Magus Prophet out of the corner of her eye behind her friend. He put his right hand gently on top of her head, and Cessa began to practically hyperventilate in panic. He closed his eyes very slowly and stood there, emitting a low growl of satisfaction from his throat, letting a small smile wrinkle his hard features. 

Unbeknownst to his captives, Prophet needed more sources of the Dark Side as his own personal Force was drained from having to keep him alive and upright all thanks to the Black Rose’s Force lightening attack. He had seen the attack employed by Jurivicious Pern in the past against the Vhinphyc, a power and will draining but effective attack, and it was no where near the level of power she had unleashed, and it appeared she grew stronger as the attack progressed, not weakened. He had to admit to himself now that if it were not for the Sleeper being there to motivate him to protect Juna, the Black Rose was going to end him in short time. All of his Force strength was used up to get away from her.

And Juna was even more powerful than her mother. The thought coursed through Prophet’s mind as the Dark Side once again filled him from the fear Cessa Ferngully produced, healing his spent body; truth be told Hooley by himself had a chance in defeating him in his injured, tired state. The Twi’lek Jedi came very close in defeating him, knowing full well he could defeat him even without ysalamiri if undamaged. But it was Juna that preoccupied his mind the most, and the thought towards those untapped powers of hers. All she needed was to be shown the way of Darkness, and those powers will be revealed.

He would show her the way once she came for him. Yes, he failed to obtain her on the ship, but that wasn’t necessarily he true intent. Even with the ysalamiri he doubted very much that he could capture Juna; the past told him of that failure. It has to be her coming to him, and he felt that it would be soon. 

Prophet let another growl slip through his lips again. She was so…beautiful, and her skin was very warm and soft. She smelled wonderful too; he couldn’t place the scent, but her natural perfume was so intoxicating…

Deannta’s intellect began churning out the possibilities of what the Vhinech was doing. “You like to scare and intimidate people, don’t you? Something to do with the Force, eh?” Magus Prophet opened his eyes slowly and turned his attention slowly towards her, baring a face of contempt as if she disturbed him. Deannta suddenly felt a lump in her throat. Easy, Desser, don’t get this guy cheesed. He’s obviously a psychopath. I mean he still has blood on his face from killing people. 

It means I have accomplished the most subtle of objectives, Deannta Desser. He watched her gasp in surprise when he successfully projected his thoughts into her mind. Do not be surprised, young one. Your mind, though vast, only attracts readers such as I to skim through the pages. “You have nothing to hide here. Not from me.” Prophet continued to stroke Cessa’s head fondly, still causing the young woman to convulse. “Fear is a drug one cannot get off of if they have embrace the Dark Side of the Force.”

Seeing her friend in turmoil finally got to the Corellian. “Well in the ‘getting off’ department I can see why you like it.”

Prophet stopped caressing Cessa’s head. He let his long fingers trace her face down the right side, until his sharp nails reached her neck. “I believed you wanted her to say something.” He began cutting under her jaw with his pinky nail and Cessa let out short, pain filled gasps with every accelerated exhale. He stopped before the wound got longer and serious and asked, “Are you satisfied?”

“Leave her alone! Damn it, leave it her alone, she’s been through too much all ready!”

“I said are you satisfied that she made a sound! Yes or no!”

Deannta could only strain in her restraints and watch on in total frustration. Finally she let her head drop and she said, “Yes, I am satisfied. Just…don’t hurt her anymore. Hurt me, okay, but not her.”

Prophet pulled Cessa’s head back to expose her neck and to Deannta’s disgust she watched him stick out his very long, pointy tongue and lap the trail of blood up to the wound in a slow and teasing manner, where he finished the motion with a kiss on the wound. Cessa whimpered and a tear or two ran down her face in response. He let her head up, and applied pressure to the minor wound with his large hand; it practically made the bottom half of Cessa’s face disappear from sight. “Foolish woman, do you not see I am hurting you. I am just doing it through her.” He tilted his large, horned head to one side. “And you believe yourself to be intelligent? Do not waste my time by putting your stupidity on display.” 

He let go of Cessa and sat down across from them in a larger, cushioned chair. He looked at Deannta with a cool gaze. “Instead, I would like to hear you talk about things I would like to hear. And I must emphasize that cooperation is essential to Cessa’s survival. That is if you care about her at all.”

Deannta sat back in defiance a bit. “I won’t tell you a damn thing. I have sworn my life to protect Naboo’s military and security secrets. If you think being the Queen’s Royal Bodyguard is your way to conquer the people of Naboo think again pal.”

“Naboo? Why do I care about that miserable piece of liquid rock?” Prophet sat back and shook his head. “I could care less. I will take it over when the time is right, however I will not need any intelligence from you in that regard.” He gestured to his right, and out of nowhere a glass of water floated towards him. Once in his hands he stood up and walked over to Cessa. Placing the glass on her lips and lifting the glass to let the water dribbled down, the woman began to drink the water while he caressed her head again. “What I desire is all information you have on Juna. Personal information. The more you know and give, the more it benefits your friend here.” 

Once Cessa was finished, Prophet threw the glass hard behind him, and then unleashed a terrible snarl sound right by Cessa’s ear. Cessa began to panic and tremble in place when he did that, clutching herself when he continued to blow hot air into her ear with every exhale. He spoke into the ear, but he directed the words right at Deannta. “Do not cooperate, and very painful things will happen to her. Slow, painful, mark leaving, emotion robbing things. You will watch, and continue to watch, until she expires.” He let his large head dip to his left so he could look into Deannta’s horrified eyes. “Then, it will be your turn. Do we have an understanding?”

Deannta looked at Cessa with watery eyes and closed her eyes. “I…understand. Just don’t hurt her anymore, please.”

“I give you my word. If you cooperate, I will see to it that no further harm comes to the both of you. That includes not becoming Givers of Life to our cause. Tell me enough that exceeds my satisfaction, and I may even consider letting the both of you go.” 

Prophet smiled just a little as he took Cessa’s hand and caressed it. He enjoyed breaking the woman’s spirit and throw her in despair; after all, despair is sadness, and sadness can lead one to Darkness, or give power to Darkness, just as much as fear does. It would have been easier just to use the Force and read her mind, or use other methods of persuasion directly on Desser, but there was no nuisance in that, no thrill, no challenge. The fear, the anger, and the despair would all be short lived and he did not want that now. He wanted those Dark Side emotions. He wanted that fuel, and living creatures were the only ones that could keep up the demand.

“W-What do you want to know?” asked Deannta in shame. She was going to violate a trust, a deep trust, but she couldn’t bare to see Cessa go through any more pain. Her friend’s once bright blonde hair was now mostly white, and the shaking she was going through was definitely not healthy. If airing out some secrets was going to help them both, then she was game. “I can’t really say it’s a lot. J-Juna was a very private person.”

“I will be the judge of that.” He waved his hand towards Deannta, and the metal bindings unlocked and fell to the floor, freeing her. As the other rubbed her hands and ankles, Prophet wrapped his large arm around Cessa’s body and drew her close to him; a reminder to Deannta who was in control. “Just tell me everything. And I do mean everything.” 

