CHAPTER 99.0

Contrary to what he said, Magus Servant was not enjoying the fight; he was on the bridge of the Orpheus finalizing the attack plans for Sanctuary and going over what Prophet had planned in the event of any attacking force arriving in the system. As he looked over the holographic plans laid out for the system, he continued to fiddle with the small data card in his hand that contained Lady Angelleia's message to her droid. He had not transmitted it yet, and just when he thought he could throw it away his hand would burn. So he used it as useful distraction when he needed it, looking and thinking over things as it stood. He needed it; it helped him not to think too much about Sanctuary.

With all the arguments for preserving the people and leaving them alone, there were a few strong reasons not to allow them to live. The final nail on those on the surface wasn't the continuation of Prophet's lie, just the fact that he felt they did deserve to die for abandoning the cause; the end of the oppression of their kind, from whoever the source was. This was oppression; the Republic jailing his people on a far off world with no technology or modern niceties; it reminded him too much of Vhanba. Worse, these Vhinech accepted it. It was, to him, as if they craved the oppression.

This was going to be a mercy killing. 

He kept telling himself that. And the more he did - and he could tell the other MerCons on the bridge as well were thinking it - the more he liked the solution to the problem. The Vhinech below numbered nearly 3,000; 5,000 perhaps if the scout's count of children were accurately close to acceptable guestimation accuracy; each family, man and woman, having at least 5 children; the eldest of children strong enough to carry and handle any of the small blasters left behind by the wounded and dead Vhinech under his command. Add it all up with the primitive weapons and at least a minimum of two Light Maguses still alive and with a full four days of repair it possibly made them a contending fighting force. Against his small and depleted forces in a ground campaign the mathematics were clear.

Then there were the seven thousand men of the Mersader Conglomerate, which the majority of them ran the ship, which in that majority half of them were on duty and the other half off. This was where surprise fell in their favor. The Vhinech down below did expect a bombing of some kind, and thus there had to be a need for them to get to the ships down below. There was a good chance they didn't know those ships were Legacy Virus victims. With the troops and those ships, the trap was going to be realized in only an hour.

The sooner the better.

"The extra support personnel are on their way," said Admiral Ideora, joining him on the holoprojector that reviewed the surface of the planet. "They'll be in position within the hour if the locals don't attack sooner."

"The locals, eh?" Servant fiddled with the data card again in his good hand.

"Not a good thing to say, I apologize," said Ideora.

Servant shook his head and said, "Locals suit me fine. Those beings down there, those Locals, are not my people. They stopped being my people when they gave up their will to fight for the cause. They will not return to help us fight."

Ideora nodded and then asked mutely, "What is our cause now, my Magus?"

Servant continued to play with the card for a few more moments before gripping it tight in his hand. "Survival under our terms."

"And what are those terms?"

"The ones I set forth in good time." He began to play with the card again. "With the Legacy Virus out there, we'll just let it run its course. Once finished, we set the agenda; not too hard a task with Coruscant under our control." He looked over at Ideora. "It isn't impossible. Too many Senators will cave easily to the demands I set before them, and systems will surrender. Otherwise, in their weakened condition, they will have to contend with this ship. In the future, there will always be the Legacy Virus to remind them who is in control."

"A grand scheme of blackmail? Interesting." Ideora finally couldn't stand it and said, "Pardon me, Magus, but the data card…"

Servant looked at it and shook his head, "Yes, it’s her Ladyship's message to her droid." He fiddled with it one more time, shook his head one more time, and finally said to a station officer, "Lieutenant, have the message on this disk transmitted to the planet surface. Once completed, notify the channels to expect a custom Nubian stunt profile and allow it to land." He looked towards Ideora and said, "I cannot see where it will hurt. By the time the Nubians reach the nearest home port, we will be long gone from here. And they know nothing."

"Except that their former Royal Highness was here," said Ideora, nervous a little because of the potential backlash effect having a known former world leader held against her will on board the ship.

"It is war, Admiral; such subject matters are to be expected." Servant stood up taller. "Especially when such a high profile being like her Ladyship personally involves herself in our internal affairs. She will get what she deserves; officially, she is not a prisoner of war. She is…in aggressive negotiations with our fearless leader. If she dies, than Magus Prophet's reputation is just further cemented."

"And if she kills him?" Ideora asked that question quietly, looking at Servant with a worried look.

Servant chuckled a little. "If she kills him. There is an emphasis on if here, is there not?" He looked at the Human for a few seconds and noted that the admiral shared the same unexpressed opinion he had. "Yes, there is something about her isn't there. Something…luck perhaps…that may eliminate that if." 

Servant waved his hand and said, "I all ready expressed what awaited her IF she won. She accepts her fate, even though it is a death sentence." Servant nodded with his head towards the comm station, where Lady Angelleia's message was now being transmitted. "For that, I honor her request."

Admiral Ideora nodded in agreement, but their little discussion was broken up by a station officer. "Admiral, Magus; sensors indicate that the Locals are moving."

"Notify the remaining ground forces to prepare for attack," said Servant. "Tell the reinforcements to take their time. I need the Locals in as close as possible."

A few moments later, as Juna's message was being transmitted, one of the sensor officers cried out, "Sirs, I have two large hyperspace contacts, bearing two seven nine!"
"Kill that transmission!" shouted Ideora, and the communications officer did as ordered. He walked over to the sensor stations to view the two blips that danced across the computer generated star field on the screen. "Are you sure they're coming in that way?"

"Yes, Admiral."

Ideora turned towards Servant. "Then they won't detect us if we hold position." He began to give orders after the Magus nodded in agreement. "Helm, stop all geosync travel. Back us clockwise relative to the planet thirty degrees and then shut down all engines. Alert all the forces, switch to encryption channel two. I want mouse relays over both poles, use encryption strength twelve." He backed up to where his contemporary stood and noted, "Hopefully they don't come out and detect the ground battle first."
Servant shook his head. "They're approaching the night side; the battle is on the day side; it will be hours before they notice it, unless they orbit the planet. Of course, we're not going to let them get that far. Not without the welcoming committee there."

"Unless those two ships are carriers. Can we hold that many targets at bay?"

Servant frowned a little, and then nodded. "Yes. We can."

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 99.1

The morning snowfall near the mountains of Sanctuary was potently metaphoric to the tense war feelings around; thick, heavy, and dreadfully slow to reach its forgone conclusion. Things were going to hit the ground one way or another.

Through the snow hills, the brush, and the dark pine furs, the large group of volunteers that comprised the Sanctuary Militia slowly pushed on with Magus Nautilus leading the way; those of adult age who didn't have a weapon, mothers, the children and the elderly, lead by the wounded Magus Orrick, took steps to get over the mountains and find the flat lands, all hoping the militia would buy them time to find safety through the thick snow. Divided in platoons of twelve, the mass moved towards the town of Sanctuary in a wide and fade approach; several platoons made up the middle in the approach, with platoons moving along either side of them separated by a distance of three hundred yards, angling in based on the estimated 10 degree offset required for the wide. The fade was the reinforcements, literally following in the steps of their predecessors by walking in their footsteps five miles behind in the attempts to hide their true numbers in the event a scouting force managed to slip by both lines and discovered the tracks they were making in the fresh, deep powder. The fade group also had a deployment of squatters; single team marksmen left behind in key locations ever mile they traversed, each equipped with the advanced blaster rifle weapons they liberated from the Enemy during the original attack days ago; in time the marksmen will move up, move up near the established front positions when it the battle begins, find locations, and use the superior weapon's long range capability to take out enemy, while the majority of their fighting brothers and sisters used their primitive musket loaders in the primary offensive.

A sudden whine of scram jets made many drop into the snow, and snow was thrown at them by the engagement of afterburners. In seconds, Juna's fighter with Artee in command lifted off and did a full corkscrew spin over the troops.

Fonto! Magus Nautilus' command swept through the troops; it was a prearranged slang term for 'don't shoot' or 'hold fire'. He took another look at it, and then got up and pressed forward, sending a short signal to all to push. The trick of engaging enemies that knew them so well as well as them knowing the enemy was to use what little they shared in common: the Force. The ploy, flashes of hand signals and other tip offs through Force telepathy, worked excellently against the Jedi on Evramora; the moments were so quick, those Force sensitive passed them off as just brushes of the energy touching their senses.

In orderly fashion, the groups reached a predetermined point of settling; determined by advance scouting and looking over the landscape the old fashion way; with eyes. The front line platoons hit the snow and crawled until they could just see the Enemy's base of operations and ships. 

Nautilus looked it over, taking note of the alert forces, and determined that they were a mere minute away from being discovered. It was decided that it wasn't a minute they were going to lose. He transmitted quickly Take your aims, stay with the lock and load strategy, leave the ships alone, and may the Force guide us to Presence's waiting embrace!
Just as the Enemy took notice several hundred hand cannons opened fire. A few of the shots found some of the depleted forces, wounding them more than killing them, awakening to the danger far worse than any alarm clock would; the only snooze function available would be to silence the weapons fired upon them. 

The battle was on its way. 

In no way was the Enemy weak even with only two hundred warriors left behind to fend the position; quickly portable proton grenade launchers came to life, launching the small objects into the thick cover of the woods and yielding explosive results. At least two major gun platforms that did not get effected by the Legacy Virus began to unleash heavy semi-automatic fire into the foreground to create trapping drop offs for advancing personnel to be picked off by the same gun placements.

The squatters found their key position points, and unveiled their sniper prowess not seen since the end of the Evramora battle. The controllers and maintainers of the gun placements became their targets, and at random intervals, each firing from a different point seconds or even a minute after another had fired, their shots found their marks. One of the placements was silenced, but the other was shielded well from the wrecked telecommunications tower and one of the many V-Haulers the Militia were still unaware was made inoperable by the dreaded Vhinphyc computer virus.

In preparations to push, a platoon of large Sanctuary Vhinech beings held their fire and moved for a flanking position; half the group with primitive weapons like axes and knives while the other half reloaded their used firearm weapons on the run; mainly each two member team consisted of childless husband and wife. The Vhinech-Wookiee Thor led them to a stop near the wreckage of a destroyed V-Hauler, taking his reloaded weapon from his wife Destiny, and stole a glance around the chard remains at one of the V-Haulers that didn't appear damaged; a mystery to them all, but one they didn't stew on to settle. They only had a few heartbeats to act before their position was discovered.

"Loaders stay," Thor said, implying those loading weapons to stay put. "The rest get read to rush. Don't use your primary weapon unless you have to."

"Be careful," urged Destiny. 

He nodded, and as quietly as possible - even though the exchange of fire was deafening - the group began to move towards the Enemy's rear position. With all his strength, Thor struck his turning around too late target over the head with a large iron wrench he would have used for the harvest carrier, but now it effectively crushed 'eggs' just as easily as it turned three by five inch nuts. 

In time, the group rushed into the nearest V-Hauler, and just as they did the Enemy's main assault line collapsed. As they began to pull back, Nautilus was quick to get over the protecting rise to engage any of the stragglers that were left behind, meeting one who happened to remember they too had a lightsaber. He met that one blade versus blade, and they exchanged…

Meanwhile, the group lead by Thor began to realize that the ships were not functional at all. Slowly, but with befuddlement on their faces, they looked back at their reloading group with raised hands…

The whistle was first, and the explosion came second. 
BBBBBBBBOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMM!!!!

Everyone on the ground found the snowy earth as the blast wave from an old five ton device struck the Sanctuary surface. It needed no explosive package; the weight of the device alone, fallen from a extraordinary height, produced enough kinetic energy to flatten all who was close to the sight; that same energy was enough to heat air, or shake the fluid out of anyone's brain or the shockwaves alone struck those too close enough to kill them, let alone the shrapnel and debris. 

Just as Destiny and a few of the reloaders emerged from their pressed in formations in the snow, another heavy device stuck the woods. The death wails of many Vhinech erupted in their senses as they along with everyone else was flattened by the energy release of the bomb, but it was quickly replaced by panic as the explosion produced uprooted and flying trees, wooden missiles that took flight and began to fall. The thuds and thunder followed, and many Vhinech scrambled madly for peace.

Nautilus actually caught a break from the second explosion; his opponent's back was facing the second explosion, and when the blast wave caught her, it threw her into his blade. Ripping the blade the rest of the way out of her body in order to get to his feet, he shouted out mentally Gather the weapons! Scatter retreat! Point Zeb! There was just no way could they fight off bombs, and with them in a desired location for dropping them, to maximize the casualty rate, they most certainly could not afford to stay.

Destiny felt herself being picked up by strong hands, and when she looked, "Thor!" It was her husband, some of his Wookiee hair burnt and smoking. "Thank Presence-!"

"Run now, praise Presence later!" was his curt reply as Thor practically threw her to her feet. She wobbled and stumbled, just like everyone else that was still recovering from the explosions, but they all wobbled and stumbled away. 

A blaster shot came from the falling back group's right. And then another, this time from the left. A few more from either direction. In response the Militia began to stop and fire; some were successful not getting targeted, some were not so lucky, and some learn to shoot and run very quickly despite the only success in doing so was surviving one more second or longer.

Another bomb stuck the valley in which they ran, and many discovered they were not scattering. In fact, thanks to the MerCon firing lines on either side, they were being rounded up, pushed to go in one direction and nearly running into one another in the frantic. It was designed to create a much bigger target for the V-Haulers that had to be high above to drop bombs.

It was a funnel.

It was a trap.

Soon the MerCons reinforcements, thousands of them in snow gear, began to reveal themselves to lay open more fire upon the Militia, who had no choice but to find more cover under the tree furs, and in the process moved stealthy and quickly as possible to spread themselves more apart to limit the target they were obviously giving to those above. However, as time passed, the bombing all but stopped. There was an unseen reason, a good one, but one that those on the ground could not see. In any event, all the Sanctuary were thankful, the bombing had stopped.

But not the war.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 99.2

Clear on other side of the sector, on the dark side of it, where the system faced the rest of the universe, the two Nubian dustoff carriers emerged from hyperspace early and from its hold the Millennium Falcon, the Guardian-Nubian freighters, and Bravo Squadron emerged one after the other, with the stock light freighter in the lead broadcasting a diplomatic encrypt; the weaponless carriers remained behind them to slowly bring up the rear, and could stop if everything went to hell in a hurry, like all space conflicts did; it was now officially their escape vehicle of choice, as well as their medical center.

Alas the worst fears were quickly put to rest upon their approach to the planet. In the cockpit of the Falcon, Dizzy and Muriel sat in the pilot seats - Dizzy the pilot of course - while Casper and Ros stood up behind them from their chairs; in the gun pods were Guardians, who along with the other four Guardians to make the loose group a standard ten troop platoon strong, stood ready. The sensors were limited due to the many galactic phenomenons all around the system, so at first they weren't sure of their readings on the first pass.

"There," said Dizzy. "I got a Dreadnaught dead ahead, approaching at quarter full." He flubbed his lips. "Just one ship? I thought a fleet guarded this place?"

"This isn't Corellia, Honey," said Muriel, her eyes squinting as she said it. "Remember, discretion is the better part of valor here. But…" She turned to other two Force sensitives, the ones with the training. "Why does it feel…so cold?"

"You know, Red," questioned Dizzy, ready to jump on the useless observation her wife created; he couldn't help it, she opened the door for him. "From my experience your cold when you're menopausal."

"Excuse me for one second," said Muriel to the Jedi, and slapped Dizzy in the back of the head.

"Hey! That could be a good thing to be when the fight starts! You'll be unstoppable. OW!" She cuffed him again. "Fine," and then he tapped a key linked to the ship's environmental controls. "I turned the heat up; there goes another thousand pounds of coal!"

"Damn it, Arnes!" She shook her head; he was only doing it to make her fret. "I mean through the Force and it's been like growing every day as he approached this place."

"It is a pestering matter." Ros looked out through the window and saw the approaching ship now. "I have to admit, I can't get a read on matters. The dark side is incredibly rich here."

"Like Dagobah," said Casper, a slight stutter in his announcement. Ros looked at him, a bit puzzled…

"Well here's a fact we all can see; that Dreadnaught has a nasty impact mark near it's stellar drive," said Dizzy as the larger ship grew closer and had to turn to go at the Falcon face to face; if they didn't know better, the ship was trying to hide the damage with the nose to nose approach. "I got a bad feeling about this."

Muriel sighed and said as she worked her controls, preparing to make a transmission, "Well, we can't explain it as an attack. It could be a meteorite impact. Let's just keep things cool. If they're tense, it's because we're coming in aggressive." She cleared her throat. "Let's try diplomacy first, shall we?" 

Dizzy nodded reluctantly and brought the ship to a stop. He whispered to Ros, "Are there Vhinech on board?"

"At this range," said Ros with a shake of his head, clearly expressing that he, or Casper, were unable to tell. It was harder to confirm anyways when one factored in the ysalamiri, but added to it the dark side as a factor the two Light Side beings were like lost Kessel miners without a light source in a deep spice shaft. 

"Unidentified Republic Dreadnaught vessel, this is the appointed Royal Nubian Sheriff Muriel Thahada Arnes," started Muriel, using the title and authority given to her by King Veruna. "Please respond."

Ros leaned down and spoke very mute in Dizzy's ear a question. "Are you still scanning the system?" Dizzy nodded. "Good."

"Sheriff Thahada Arnes, this is Admiral Gundai of the Republic Combined Naval Forces Palamao." Dizzy pointed quickly to port because the transmission didn't come from dead head. Sure enough, another Dreadnaught was approaching. "Refrain from scanning the system. This is a High Security Area. State your business here."

To the chagrin of the commanders on the ships, Dizzy just continued to scan; he didn't care one way or another. Muriel didn't either; as far as she was concerned, Juna had to be here. Ros didn't interject because he believed Juna was quite capable of blanking her presence and could have landed on Sanctuary undetected.

"Admiral Gundai, I am here with two ambassadors sent personally by Supreme Chancellor Finnis Valorum looking for Her Royal Lady Juna Angelleia, who has come here to the planet designated Sanctuary, looking for a Vhinech named Prophet." Muriel eyed the ships again, noting that Ric and the rest of Bravo Squadron flew up to the ships and halted a few hundred meters away from them. 

"Well I can assure you, Sheriff Thahada Arnes, that no such important person has entered this system," assured the admiral from his unseen location, transmitting only vocally. 

"Are you absolutely sure of that? She would have came here with in a customized Nubian-One Defender with a strange looking hyperspace thruster ring."

"I am quite sure."

There was a beep, and Muriel hit the mute button as Dizzy read the sensor readings. "The guy is full of crap; I got readings that are similar to those ones Rapier R.D.S. had on the energy wake the Shadow Ring produces, like a tattle tale fart." His big eyes got wide and he looked at Ros, whom which he and Casper stood up a bit straighter. "Ah no, they didn't…destroy her. Did they?"

Muriel took her finger off the mute button. "Admiral, there may be some chance that Her Ladyship may have managed to slip past your security net."

"I highly doubt that. Given our low volume traffic area no ship just wonders in, so our attention is never diverted."

"With all due respect, Admiral, there is always a chance," suggested Muriel diplomatically. "Even wanted criminals and smugglers slip by the Corellian Security Force from time to time."

"I can ensure you that no one has been here, Madam."

"Then it wouldn't hurt if we scanned the planet's surface now will it?"

"I'm sorry, but we cannot allow you to do that."

Ros took over the communication proceedings and said in the transceiver next to his station, "Admiral, this is Jedi Knight Ros Ofcheck. As the King's Sheriff has stated we are here also at the behest of Supreme Chancellor Valorum. My assignment is to escort Lady Angelleia home from here, and we do know that she is, or was, here. If you know where she is now, or if you are hiding something, I would like to know right now."

"One moment," the admiral said, and they muted their end of the transmission.

"They're hiding something," said Ros finally.

"Agreed," said Muriel. "What though?"

"Perhaps they destroyed Lady Angelleia and they don't want to admit to it." reasoned Casper. "They may have adopted a shoot first mandate here."

"No way, Kid, Minx is too good," said Dizzy. The sensors indicated something again and he looked them over. "Wait a minute. I got something."

Before he could elaborate, the admiral ceased the mute. "Sheriff Thahada Arnes, Knight Ofcheck; you may proceed with the sensor sweep of the planet. There may be a chance that she did slip past our ranks after all."

"Thank you, Admiral. All ships move ahead," said Muriel. With the comm off she asked Dizzy, "What is it?"

"I don't know now. I spotted it near the day/night axial terminator," he said he piloted the Falcon past the sentries. "For a second, it looked like an N-One." A beep stirred Dizzy's attention to his right, but Muriel was all ready on the ball with that alarm, flipping toggle switches. Dizzy opened all the bands on hand and shouted at the passing Bravo Squadron ships, "The Dreadnaughts have raised shields! Evade! Evade!" The Falcon shook as the rear deflectors were tested. "How did I know! How did I know!!"

"They didn't until you opened your big mouth," remarked Muriel dryly and in about face to his point as Dizzy put the ship in a tight spin, the echoes of the dorsal and ventral guns thundering down the corridor. During the turn, however, they noted a glint of white, relative to the middle of the planet. "Ah, we just about-."

"Stumbled into an elongated pyramid!" Dizzy excitedly said, proud of himself that he knew he didn't get them into trouble. It was a classic elongated pyramid stratagem employed by heavy cruisers, and in this configuration it is designed to lure ships into the middle of the pyramid so they could get pummeled. The trick now called for the two Dreadnaughts behind them to push them towards the single Dreadnaught in front.

However, the Falcon wasn't going to take part in the Vhinech's trap, and obviously it was a Vhinech trap. The ship pulled hard up and with a turn headed in the opposite direction, and back between the two pursuing ships. The Dreadnaughts were clearly surprised because they caught them in the process of pulling apart and began to focus their attention off Bravo Squadron and Oggie's rally fleet, firing at the stock light freighter. 

The desired effects only benefited Dizzy; by flying in between the vessels, the shooting Dreadnaughts missed him and hit each other; the heavy cannons damaging their shields. 

"You know Honey," Dizzy said, chiming even as the chaos unfolded in front of them; nothing like Juna's wild ride through the Coruscant space traffic, but nonetheless it wasn't wise to take one's eyes off the path ahead. He did quite a few times. "Sometimes I know what I'm doing."

"And that makes you more dangerous than Magus Prophet." Smiling as he frowned at the comparison, Muriel changed the frequency and said, "Mustang to Wrangler. Oggie, we're ready to storm the planet with you, but did you happen to see anything suspicious on the sensors?"
The elder Guardian's voice crackled in; the Dreadnaughts were trying in vain to jam the signal, but couldn't find their locking encryption. "If you mean the Defender near the planet? Aye we did see it, barely. I willing though to take a chance and have a look see. But I doubt these MerCon-Vhinech types are strictly using these Dreadnaughts."
Dizzy pulled the Falcon to starboard to avoid some fire, stopping Muriel from talking for a moment. Two Bravos flew by and took away the aggressive fire being thrown at them. "Agreed. Mustang to Bravo Leader."

"Go ahead, Mustang," came Ric Olie's voice. There was a rattling sound, and just as they crossed a storm of ships they saw his ship get clipped in the tail by a trailing shot. He regained control and steadied.

"We need to flush out any V-Haulers hiding. Got any ideas?"

"Stand by." 

As the ships swarmed and sped around the Dreadnaughts, two Bravo fighters suddenly pulled away from the attack and headed straight for the planet, skimming tight over the high point Dreadnaught. The reason for them to do the move other than the Herd - commanded by Oggie, the Wrangler - or Mustang - the Millennium Falcon - was to keep those important ships fresh and undamaged as much as possible; the rescues were going to be hard knock affairs as it was, and low damage ships landing planet side or even on the unseen as of yet Galactic Dominator had better odds of surviving any form of bombardment before, during, and after the rescue, especially at escape. 
The two Bravos continued towards the planet, and a proton torpedo streaked towards them, killing one of them as they broke away. With the exploding cue, several V-Haulers appeared in front of the planet and quickly zoomed towards the action, knocking out the second Bravo fight with an overwhelming barrage of fire.

"Here they come," shouted Dizzy, working the ship under the Dreadnaught coverage, trying to avoid the oncoming onslaught.

The space was now a swarm of activity around the three Dreadnaughts, flying yellow insects with deadly stingers fighting with large organic decay bugs over the same bounty aplenty. Bravo Squadron outnumbered the V-Haulers in ships, but the V-Haulers were more durable against their stunt fighter brethren, plus they had full battleship support times by three. Ultimately, it was a test of individual skills behind the stick and who wanted the most to live longer, to fight another day. 
Ric was quick to aide Bravo Two as they skipped the tops of the second flank Dreadnaught, hitting the V-Hauler as it was vanishing, but guessing right and destroying it as he lead shots to the left, targeting the shield explosions and following up on the rapid fire mode. He caught the flash of the Millennium Falcon, suddenly entering the fray, and wonder why. Questioned answer when an explosion erupted just behind him when he turned; the dorsal and ventral guns took out an unseen trailing opponent. The celebration was short as he turned hard to the right and targeted the V-Hauler that decided to chase the ship code named Mustang. The ship pulled away from the chase, but not Ric; usually such a critter had a tendency to come back if let go and haunt whoever let them get away. The pilot was good, but Ric was just a little better as they began to run a gauntlet of ships swirling heavily in between the mass. 
Zag…

Zig…

Throttle, throttle, up, cut right…

And Ric hit him with a proton torpedo. However he wasn't satisfied entirely. There was something strange going on. "Bravo Leader to Wrangler and Mustang. Some of these V-Haulers aren't vanishing."

"Ditto, Bravo Leader," came Bravo Twenty's voice. "I confirm that."

"That can't be right, I just had-," began Bravo Twenty-Six, but his statement was cut short by a V-Hauler that appeared out of no where to destroy him.

From the Falcon, the dorsal deuces found that aggressor and spun the V-Hauler right into the first flank Dreadnaught. In the cockpit, Ros squinted and said, "That doesn't make sense; Force Hiding is their trump card. Didn't the entire formation come out of it?"
He went to his station and said, "Ranch One and Two, have you been keeping score?"

Ranch One and Two, the Nubian carriers, gave an affirmative and the commander from One said, "Sir, we're not absolutely certain here, but it seems as if at least ten of those ships haven't vanished at all since their unexpected appearance. We're still working on it."

"Keep us upraised of your findings," said Ros. The ship shook and both Jedi put a hand on one other's shoulder to steady themselves. "Dizzy, are you just trying to find trouble?"

"I can't help it, Tails," said Dizzy, gritting his large teeth together. "I can't let the Bravos take all the licks. This ship can take it." He looked over his shoulder. "By the way, when are we going to make a run for the planet? I mean we have the numbers."

Ros looked out through the glass, and his face betrayed a lot of doubt. "Something's not right."

"We expected that."

"No, no, not this," said Ros. Finally he shrugged his shoulders and said, "Go! Best time for anything is now."

"All right, now we're cooking," said Dizzy. "Mustang to Wrangler. Get the Herd we're going for the gulch."

"We'll hold off the wolves," barked Ric over the comm, acknowledging their move for the planet.

In the pandemonium, the large Nubian freighters broke from their restricted spots and pulled away from the fray in a wide arc. V-Haulers broke to and gave chase, but N-Ones were quick on their six to fire, to destroy, or to chase away. The Dreadnaughts fired as well, and as one the ten C-3 stock heavy freighters rolled to their right to avoid the attack. In quick measure the Millennium Falcon replaced the Bravos that supplied the rear fire, in turn the Bravos took the time to push any chase back, and if a V-Hauler got by them it was met by a concentrated trailing fire of the Falcon's dual cannons. This formation, again, was designed with minimizing damage to the ship assigned to take care of Juna, but it never put it totally out of the fight with its rear guard assignment.
Within the range of possible orbiting, Ranch One squawked in, "Herd and Mustang, look out! It's a mixture of pilots!"

Before anyone could ask what they meant, a dozen V-Haulers emerged from their Force Hiding cloaks from the clouds, and their upward angle from below forced everyone to peel out from their approach. Ships were pelted, not destroyed, but the task was accomplished; they cut off the approach.
"Frak!" Dizzy twisted the Falcon in a tight barrel and loop to make his target profile smaller. "Where in the hell did they come from?" It was a rhetorical question, but it had another meaning. Strangely the ships could have stayed in space and hide, but they came from the surface.

"They must have been attacking the Sanctuary Vhinech," reasoned Casper. "I get it now; the MerCons and the Vhinech have split their forces. Every one of them is using ysalamiri-."

"But not all of them are using the Force," muttered Muriel in disgust. "A nice change of pace to throw us off a little, and put us in a trap. Question now is how many more of them are out there?"

"Or on the surface?" muttered Ros. "Damn it!"

"I would use stronger language," said Dizzy.

"I'll save it for a stronger attack."

When about three V-Haulers suddenly gave pursuit on the Falcon's rear, Dizzy said between the fired shots, "Now is a good time!"
