CHAPTER 40.0

Isolated away within the confines of the defined boundaries of the Republic and the known explored territories of the galaxy was the Hapes Cluster, an accumulation of stars and worlds tightly packed into a small and significant portion of the Inner Rim, nestle along the imaginative border between the Inner Rim and the Expansion Region. Within it, past the nebulas and the home spurned pirates was the complex and complicated, femininely controlled, lethal world of Hapes.

The Hapens were Human beings that had settled in the Hapes Cluster; unlike the other colonists and expanders of the time, they were pirates once called the Lorell Raiders. The origin home of Hapes became their base of operations; from there the men went out around the borders and attacked the trade lanes of the Republic, plundering treasure and women. The women raised the children of the pirates; some of the children were dragged into the pirate fold, while the others were used by the women for their own advantages. The Lorell Raiders made a mistake, at least the men had: they sided with the Sith on numerous occasions during the Sith War, letting the dark lords and witches and warlocks free reign access of their ships, wares, and men. The Sith paid well. The Jedi didn’t let the pirates reap the paycheck.

The women of Hapes, left alone to fend for themselves and their children, had to take it upon themselves to help the society survive. No one outside of Hapes bothered with the world so they were on their own. Driven by the bitter reality of being objects for centuries, the women vowed that no man would ever rule over them again. They created a royal government, a monarchy whereas title was bestowed but only women would have a true authority; the men could still be men, but rarely if not at all did they call the shots in anything. The barbarism remained the rule as the women became proficient fighters and sought perfection, resorting to ‘up’ breeding; this, in turn, caused a competition of both superior warriors and beautiful men and women. This translated into a poisonous political atmosphere where most rivalries were settled by conspiracies and assassinations plots. Much of the plots were feminine driven, but the men were not exempt from playing if it meant bolstering their mistress’s status, or their own in the eyes of the other men and power playing women. Alliances in the political system was as fragile as egg shells; at any given moment a plot became a plot that was always the plot all along, just changed to become a new plot. The queen mother, the sole ruler of Hapes, was indeed the smartest of them all.

The Hapes Consortium, as it is often referred to by the political arena of the Republic, was an isolated, military society much like the now extinct Vhinphyc were. Much was not known of the Hapens; what was known that those who lived to tell about it were considered legends in the minds of spacers. The Hapens guarded their borders with heavy zeal, mainly against their own kind to keep them from leaving or plundering what little connect the Hapens had with the outer galaxy. Many men rebelled against their lower than dirt expectations and become pirates, hanging around the Hapes Cluster to continue where their ancestors had left off, focusing mostly on their own kind. Much of the Hapes Cluster was filled with wealth that was just barely mined and all ready the Consortium had just as much as the combined wealth of the Republic. The pirates, lazy to work as well as the rules, did all they could to plunder such fortunes. In return, the battle hardened people applied their knowledge towards war and had built great ships and personnel weapons capable of handling such long standing annoyances. Thus, it was foolish for any outsiders to consider a conquest of Hapes, namely the Hutt Empire for example. However there were some that understood the thought process of the so-called ‘perfect peace’: if you can’t beat them, only ask for a small percentage.

The Republic had no official standing with Hapes, but individual powers did like the Trade Federation. The two warring powers had exchanged broadsides in the past. Earning the Hapen’s respect, the Trade Federation established with them a limited peace deal, better known as a trade bargain in more philosophical circles: the Trade Federation makes sure the pirates stayed in the Hapes Cluster, the Hapens protect the little trade they did with their worlds on their end. From time to time each one did a little back scratching for the other: little operations here and there, the occasional housing of an important person, and so on. All of this was a secret to save a few entities in powerful circles outside of the union. There was no such thing as a ship that had accidentally wondered into Hapes space. A ship that entered Hapes space had a reason and a purpose, and importantly it had approval. The Trade Federation would not had wanted it any other way.

The city of Hapes was a golden jewel that stretched out and consumed land in it’s glory and treasures, starting with the Royal City -- one large superstructure of beauty and design as big as any city, and extending outward in a large, blob of a circle. The military presence was in the form of men and women warriors; handsome and beautiful and deadly, with weapons and the means and methodology to use everything efficiently; positioned quite frequently in the Royal City, not so the further anyone traveled away from it. There were exceptions to every rule. One such place was an unlisted mansion in the U’ta Corridor south of the center of Royal City. The presence of Hapen warriors was clear in their appearance and dress, only there for that was their commanded assignment: to guard the very important person who worked for the Trade Federation on some rather shady financial situations; the one time free enterpriser and Republic Senate candidate Pirus Krendel.

None of these facts were coincidental to the little Sithian girl known by Darth Rune as Muffin.

Since she had arrived on Hapes, Muffin spent the day touring the Royal City from the docking bay with her Chewie secured firmly in her hugging, fearful arms. She stayed among the shadows, an easy thing to do when it appeared that the city was designed solely for the purpose of sneaking around; it made it easier for rivals to kill one another and slip back to establish an alibi. It did not concern her; what did was the beautiful city of gold and jewelry that played with her awestruck imagination. The colors were so rich and vivid and the people, though stained with very little in the way of souls, were just as pretty. They paid no attention to her. She assumed it was because she and her stuff animal hid from them so well.

After such a long day of walking, Muffin walked down the silver cobblestone road that lead to the U’ta Corridor. She discovered a golden domed look out and over and slowly climbed the many steps up the way to the very tip top. She wondered after so many steps if she would touch the known sky. When she reached the top there was nothing more than a large room with large open spaces breaching the outer walls that overshadowed much of the U’ta Corridor. She struggled to look over the railing, and with straining brown eyes she saw everything in the hues and waves of the golden sunset. She let a gasp or two leave her mouth at its splendor. OH DID SHE WANT TO DRAW IT!!!!

Muffin found a nice spot in the middle of metallic floor, removed a carry bag off her back, pulled out the crayolas she recently purchased after she had learned of the existence of such things. She opened the container, in awe of the different hues and shades that greeted her the many thick, long sticks; she thought they were glowing just as brightly as the sunny sky, even the dark colors. She was so thrilled she didn’t know where to start, causing her to prance around frantically as she noted that the beautiful sky was turning purple, the stars were coming out, and clouds began to blossom, forming slowly into frontal clouds. She got busy as quickly as she could; in time she wasn’t as concerned as before once she used a lot of thick yellow crayon for the landscape. It was no where close to what she had saw; it did not matter to her because it did look to her what she had seen.

Not long the low powered artificial illuminators came on, scaring Muffin a bit, startling her enough to make her stand up and look around in worry. After a while of looking, listening, and sniffing, she laid back down on the hard ground and continued to color. Rubbing the colors in was impossible on the smooth, neat metal so some of it began to show at different times on her black, frilly, knit dress. She colored for hours and hours, ignoring the grumbling sounds in her stomach, but she couldn’t fight the urge to yawn and get sleepy. She laid her head and body completely over her drawing, continuing to doodle rather sluggishly.

The flash of lightening in the distance caused Muffin to wake up before the sound of thunder shook her and the tower. As she blinked awake, she knew she was no longer alone.

“Now that’s a pretty picture.” The flash of lightening illuminated the nearest shadows to reveal Darth Rune leaning against the wall. She approached Muffin and the image, squatted down to examine both. “Is that the city?” The little girl nodded. “You did an impeccable job, my little Muffin morsel.”

Rune stood up and stretched her limbs, finishing the movements by cracking her joints from the finger tips on downwards as she curled back to resting position. She looked out from their position and smiled at what she saw. “Excellent choice, Dear! Very good indeed.” She then smiled a bit wickedly, turned to the girl. Muffin was back to working on her drawing. “But…I see a lot of red in the scene below there. Why haven’t you used your red crayon? Hmmm.”

Rune walked up to the silent and slightly hesitant girl, grabbed the red crayon and went to add the red colors to the silly looking picture. Muffin saw the crayon, gasped, grabbed it, and whined loudly at her with growing tears in her eyes, “Noooooooooooooo!” She then threw the crayon across the room in a fit and went back to work.

Laughing, Rune said, “Oh my, don’t someone hate red.” The red crayon flew from its resting place upon Rune’s summons; she caught it in her right hand before it could hit her. She examined it and laminated, “Unlike you I love red. It’s my favorite color.” She stood up and walked around the little girl, who appeared to be not listening. “Yellow....yellow is the color of cowardice. I mean this world is filled with yellow, which is a reflection of who they are: greedy, pusillanimous people that do not kill directly and in the faces of their enemies. Orange is a color trying to be red, but orange does not strike fear in the face of idiots. Green: Yuck! Green is for soft people; people that can’t stand to exist in a world or a universe that is filled with other colors of circumstance; they assume they are natural, when they are not. Blue….is….well blue. Who wants to be blue? Honestly! Hmmm?”

Rune clutched the red crayon again and continued. “Red. Now there’s a statement color. With red you can communicate in a language all can understand. Red lip, red tips, and a red dress seduce the red inclined to your feet. Red flags tell of a warning. Red is a strong color that catches the attention, the imagination. Red is most often the color of wine. Of flowers. Of soft beds. Of candies not chocolate.”

Squatting down next to Muffin, Rune held the crayon near her face. The little girl stopped coloring and looked at it with a whimper. Rune said, “Red is the color of most entities’ blood. To shed red is to shed honor. Sacrifice. Proof of perseverance. My wish in life is to spread the wonderful color of red in its life giving liquid form to all corners of the cosmos. Tonight,” she laid the crayon in front of Muffin on the ground “I’m going to give this yellow town a significant touch of red.”

The clouds around them let loose with another thunderclap, and the rain began to fall. Rune walked over to the railing and looked out at the Trade Federation hideout in U’ta Corridor. Even from the relative distance she could see a lot with her Sith Maiden eyes and her Dark Side senses. The place was fortified, heavily armed with a mix of Hapen and Trade Federation equipment and Hapes best. Her best hope of success, like all battles, was the opening salvo: she was going to have to go through the front door.

Good.

“Oh I did forget to mention, my little Muffin morsel,” began Rune as she opened her Sithian cloak, grabbing her lightsaber, “my weapon of choice is also red.” Just as she looked back at the drawing she heard the sounds of tiny footsteps echoing from the stairwell, fading; helping Rune draw the conclusion that Muffin had left. She yelled out, “I was more than willing to share!” She gestured towards the building. “I’m sure they have food, you can eat as I slaughter the lambs!” Sighing when there was no response, Rune just checked the power level of her weapon one more time and said, “Oh well. This won’t take long. I’m hungry too.”

Far below and a few minutes later, the two Hapen guards at the front iron gates noted the approach of a figure in a black cloak on the bridge that spanned over no water. The bumper style street lighting, the illuminators built into the sides of the street, did not betray the appearance of Rune upon her approach. From where she was on approach, she noted that it was at least fifty meters to the front door. The walls were tall, the gate just as tall, and the men guarding it, who came to attention upon her approach, pretended to be just as tall. Both were beefcake blondes with striking eyes, but neither were brothers.

“[You there, in shadow: halt]!” ordered the one guard in his native tongue. Rune didn’t as she drew closer; she understood the language. Their staff weapons, lethal and gleaming, slowly drew a bead on her. “[Halt, dark one! Or you shall-]!” He clutched at his throat, choking and struggling for breath. The other drew a blank, and then he too fought for breath. By the time Rune reached their position the gurgling was music to her ears.

“[Or you shall what],” mused Rune in Hapen. She ignited her lightsaber, immediately setting off weapon’s detection alarms throughout the complex. She slashed through the gate once, twice, and thrice; the scene now a shower of sparks, but she held the cut gate until the new round of guards appeared. She sent the gates at the approaching brutes, spearing a man into the ground. She was in, wasting no time to strike a challenge pose like her female victim did; from that head removal she disabled several weapons, disabled some guards; both were struck with death blows.

Rune ran up the driveway, in the open, with lightsaber lit; she stood out clearly for the roof top guards who took aim and fired at her through the pouring rain. With a hand seemingly possessed, moving with a life all it’s own, Rune did not break a step as she deflected the laser bolts harmlessly away at first, then successfully directed them at enemy targets that emerged from special hideaways. If she wounded them, the next blade slice between the shots mortally and painfully wounded them more. She reached the awing that shadowed the front door…

Blast doors appeared out of the sides and the top, and the windows shuttered, killing the remains of the lighting; Rune only smiled at this. The sides of the front door popped open and from each opening a rack of Trade Federation battle droids sprang out; they were all ready in battle mode, unfurling their blasters, beginning to fire. Rune kicked back and let the errant salvo of bolts the droids fired chew each other up. Landing, she redirected the energies that made her retreat towards the droids, yanking them off the rack and smashing them together in a mad clump.

Hapen guards were once again coming towards her, from left and from right; battle droids now fired from up high, taking the place of their flesh masters. Again Rune redirected the droid’s salvos towards the aggressors, dividing the volleys up evenly, deflecting them well to either maim or kill. A few of the warriors blocked the shots with the small shields they sported on their staffs that were electrically generated. Three of them charged hard with their staffs. Rune obliged them on their desire for a quick end to the conflict; separating the head of the shaft and the head of the owner, dissected the arms of the second, and removed the leg and the neck of the third. In a quick slash, she ensured all their deaths before shutting off her lightsaber to grab the staff of an approaching opponent. The Hapen female was strong, but with a twist Rune yanked it free, battering the woman’s head back and forth in five successions within an imaginary box.

A fifth warrior missed Rune with his broad sword-like weapon; a shorter, heavier bladed version of the staffs. She flipped over him, running the full length of her taken prize down the man’s spine through his neck. Landing, she cut him in half, spun, and took the legs out of an attacker coming from behind.

With a hand gesture after finishing, a large wave of rain-soaked lawn and mud rose from the ground to bury and cover another group of Hapen warriors. Rune ignored them for the moment to unleash a wide stream of Force Lightening at another approaching group that had learned it’s lesson and tried to scatter to avoid her Force surprises; the Dark Force energy engulfed them, leaving them shocked and near dead to say the least.

The group that had been smothered by the mud pile had recovered. They were met by new projectiles of horror that sent some of them bellowing before Rune took care of them with her weapon; the body parts she had so far had cut, the heads of her slain enemies, made for great cannonballs.

A warrior, one she had apparently missed, got up and tossed his weapon aside. He shouted at her, “[Fight me, woman]!” Rune turned towards him; all the while the carnage continued without her even flinching. “[Is your Jedi witchery all you have! Fight me fair]!”

Rune stood there for a few moments, sighed after she thought it over, and said, “[Very well].” She turned off her lightsaber, and then focused on the mansion, in and around it. Her power tore open some of the shuttered windows, taking down parts of the reinforced framing; in their wake came Hapen warriors who were dragged from their posts as if an invisible giant had them by the tuff collars. They stopped moving, falling in around the one that challenged her.

Stowing her lightsaber and opening the fedarok leather-hide robe she sported she let a grin spread across her face as she eyed the fourteen men and eight women  and said, “[It is about as close to a fair fight with me as you all are going to get].”

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

CHAPTER 40.1

“We are under attack!”

That was the last complete sentence that any of the civilians inside of the mansion heard or understood for the next five minutes; a group consisting of Neimoidian personnel and their very important person Pirus Krendel.

Krendel had relocated to Hapes to avoid problems such as this. After he had learned that Naressa Rapier was alive and well he was certain the wife of the late Bendian Rapier and the mother of the scourge of all of Naboo Lady Angelleia would want more than his hide in a lawsuit. His son the king could not save him. The Trade Federation still had a use for him even after he had betrayed their position by supplying his son the evidence needed to punish the Trade Federation for their illegal act at Sanctuary; a small price to pay to protect the Krendel position, the Trade Federation used Krendel’s knowledge and expertise of Nubian law to circumvent some of it’s more restricting rules concerning trade. Even the laws King Veruna had put into place with the Republic’s blessing. So long as Krendel had a use the Trade Federation used him. So long as Krendel knew just enough to keep him alive, he could blackmail his Trade Federation friends into protecting him. 

But Krendel knew all too well that the Neimoidians were cowards; it was why they built large automated, remote controlled droid armies and weaponry to do their bidding. He had no problem with their lack of courage, except if the time comes that they feel the only way to save themselves from the onslaught would be to sell him out. Therefore Krendel stayed as close as he could to his ‘friends’ so they didn’t purposefully give him the slip, but stayed out of their sight line so he wouldn’t give them any ideas. Then again, this might not have been about them; for the past few months several members of the Hapes Royal Family had stopped by and made inquires; as it turned out, it was inquires that followed their own, separate, individual agendas. For all they knew one of the factions had decided to eliminate the other faction’s newfound advantage. Such paranoia put the political happenings in the Republic to shame.

The Neimoidians and Krendel were once together in a parlor playing a few hands of late night sounuage -- a popular card game found in the Trade Federation -- when the alarm went off warning of an unauthorized weapon being used on the premises. Since then a combination of Hapes select warriors and Trade Federation security droids had been dragging them around, trying to get them to the security bunkers in the subbasement. They kept stopping at every hidden guard post when the attackers outside appeared to be getting too close to getting in. They had reached the landing on the second floor when the window shutters just blew out and, to the dismay of the Neimoidians and their Hapen protectors, some of the Hapens were literally pulled outside. This caused the group to retreat to the second floor security quarters; a spacious place with monitors strewn about, unmanned since the attack began until now, that kept a sharp eye on the entire land.

After a few seconds of watching what was transpiring outside, the group had to wonder if what they were seeing was true. They saw someone in a all black robe systematically taking on three to four to five to six Hapen warriors at the same time, weaponless.

The head Neimoidian, Edwaru Kurr, finally had enough and demanded, “Who is exactly attacking us! All I see is one! Where are the others!”

“The others have claimed it is only one,” said the lead Hapen guard. He listened to communication squabble through an ear piece in his ear canal. “That is, that is all they can see.”

“It cannot be the work of just one entity! It is impossible!” Kurr glared at the screen as the cloaked figure visible snapped the neck of a guard, and in sudden succession snapped a side kick into one, planted a fist into the face of another, and vicious throttled a female guard with a series of fists, finishing her with a spin kick high to the head.

Opened mouth he looked about, and then Kurr spotted Krendel. Raising a mad finger, he said, “You! Do you know who this creature is!”

Busted for who he was, Krendel shot back, “Why look at me, Kurr? For all we know it’s one of their own.” He made a head gesture to a Hapen; the Hapen wasn’t amused at the accusation, giving the Nubian a cold stare with his blue eyes. “Come on, assassination attempts on family is a common deal here. There were three the last time I was here with my son years ago.”

“I seriously doubt it is one of us, sir,” snorted the lead guard contemptuously. “We still do not know how this individual is able to move matter. It appears to me that this thing is one of your Jedi warriors!”

“Impossible,” retorted Kurr. “The Jedi do not know we are here. They do not attack to kill.”

“One of the guards said before he perished that it attacked with a weapon that projected a light-energy blade.” The lead guard crossed his arms. “The Jedi use such weapons, no?”

Krendel stepped in front of the group, tired of all the waiting and delaying to get to safety. He said, “It’s called a lightsaber, and yes the Jedi use them, and no it is not exclusive to the Jedi. Assassins in the galaxy often use such weapons.”

“And how would you know of assassins and weapons?”

Looking at the larger, muscular male as if the blonde was eating a bowl of gravel maggots, Krendel said, “Because when I had wealth and power I looked into such things.” He turned his attention away to look at Kurr and his four fellows. “Where are those special droids of yours?”

“The destroyer droids were stowed on our yacht; her Royal Highness would not allow us to roam on the property.” Kurr ignored the look he got from the Hapens loyal to the queen mother; the men were ordered by her to guard her guests against any intrusion or aggressive act against them. He slurred in nervousness, “They are on their way, a dozen of them.”

“Okay, what about more warriors?” Krendel looked to the lead guard. Kurr gave the man a ‘well?’ look.

“They would have been here by now if they were coming,” said the lead guard. “There may the possibility that they are being attacked elsewhere, or that this is a larger scale plot against the Queen Mother. Or that they feel that this is a distraction and if they leave the Queen Mother’s side she may perish.”

Krendel sighed in disgust and said, “Queens. I had my fill of them, I swear.”

“My liege!” One of the other Neimoidians shouted and with their attention on him he pointed at the monitor that had been viewing the battle. “The assassin is gone!”

They all looked and he was right. The lead Hapen guard perked up and listened closely in his ear communicator. He frowned, pulled out a rather unusual looking blaster, and said to his personnel, “[The intruder is inside! Down the stairs! Follow me]!” He looked to the security droids. “Stay with them. We will defeat this creature.”

The contingent of guards left the room and joined another group of warriors that emerged from the upper floors, flooding the stairwell and immediately ran into hell. The lobby area located in just inside the front doors was filled with fighting warriors in gold and droids in silvery plating trying and failing to get to the black figure of Darth Rune and her bright, red lightsaber. She would spin, and she would move, and she would gesture, and she would do none of that at all and the results were the same. She let them taste the leather of her gloved hands and shiny boots, allowed them to feel the Force they could not feel by introducing them to Force Lightening. She made sure they knew what real pain felt like by, at times, just grazing them at very sensitive areas; where the nerves pushed against their skins. Some of those nerve hordes ran deep, and so her weapon had to reach them first for any true effect could be felt. She let them hop, dance, clutch themselves, moan on all fours in a painful crawl. She did not care who they were; when it came to pain, and then death, she held no biases where her cuts laid open.

The Hapen warriors that were half way down the stairwell found themselves in terrible trouble when the stairwell just splintered under Rune’s mental influence. Some fell through the openings; others fell on sharp, wood splinters of thick widths and relevant enough lengths. Another portion jumped the danger, landed, and with the remains of their warrior brothers and sisters they began to approach the dark aggressor more conservatively. Crashing against her like waves of water had not worked; Rune had been a rock that survived eons in a ocean, a permanent break in the roaring serenity of the tides.

Rune sensed the immediate change in tactics and therefore changed hers. A Hapen warrior left her feet, streaked towards Rune against her will like light losing to the influence of a black hole. With a swipe the woman was finished; before her body halves hit the ground, a male was yanked by the dark side of the Force towards it’s mistress. Others would soon follow…

Part of the wall under the stairwell burst open from a staff blaster, and emerging from the debris was the lead guardsman. He aimed quickly with his unique blaster several times towards the foe. Rune was aware of the shift, but had been busy with another fool and could not react to bluish bolt from the Gun of Command before it engulfed her form.

“GOT HER!” shouted the lead guardsman cheerfully. The Gun of Command was similar to a stun bolt fired by most blasters, but what it did was weaken the mind of individuals and made them susceptible to suggestion; the initial effect was to render the target motionless. “[If the night was young, I would suggest interrogation. It is not. Kill her]!”

Just as they raised their weapons, Rune unfroze and let loose a yell. From her body a wave of Gun of Command energy expelled from her form in a bubble and struck everyone that was on the ground floor. They were rendered unmoving and helpless, courtesy of Rune’s own defensive action. She regarded the frozen characters, and she knew they could hear and understand her, and she knew they were trying with all of their might to counteract the affects of their most effective weapon. She let them see her weapon and their fears amplified, multiplied, sending their adrenaline to heart bursting plateaus. For some it was working to reverse the effects of the Gun of Command blast. Just before they could move they met their end very quickly; the only let out a short lived gasp, a strained groan, as Rune just told them to relax, be quiet, and accept their fate in kind.

Krendel and his friends under droid escort thought to chance a run down the stairs until they saw the damage. What froze the living beings solid in their tracks was the horror of watching the dark aggressor just, as if it were shamelessly possible, hack their protective army. Kurr made a noise through his mouth.

Rune stopped cutting. She said over her shoulder, “Stay right there. I’ll be up in a minute to tuck you all in.”

There was a growing loud noise of metal on metal, with the rumbling of weight chasing it, coming from outside; the sound of approaching destroyer droids echoed through the openings of the mansion. A confident Kurr said, “I am afraid, Dark Murderess, that you are about to be put to sleep yourself!”

Although the Neimoidians were confident, Pirus Krendel was not. After the woman had spoken he had thought his paranoia was getting to him; she sounded just like Naressa Rapier, but that was impossible! On the other hand their was no mistaking the Nubian accent…

Rune snapped her attention relative to the front doors. Several metallic, large, quick moving circular objects crashed through the door remains and the walls; most broke through the windowsills. The slowed to a stop, began to unfurl…

Moving with enhanced speed that made the gloating Neimoidians loose control of their jaws, the blurring shadow of darkness whipped her lightsaber through the nearest destroyer droid; just as it’s protective travel mode shields opened. Rune spun away as it exploded, tearing into another, just arriving and opening target. She moved towards the third on an angle that took a half a second more to travel to get to; at this juncture, the forth droid she attacked was one clicking gear away from fully operational; she realized now that the course of attacking action she took was not the right one. She struck number five twice because she had to move it out of her way to clear space and to clear herself away from the release of it’s power core. The remaining seven destroyer droids were completely unfurled. Assessing that their was only one target to manage, the artificial intelligence routines ordered that most of the power be diverted to their individual shields; one target to engage did not require much power to kill. Mini blaster cannons on each arm, they aimed and began to fire.

Everyone that was watching on the second floor hit the preverbal deck as Rune held her ground, used her lightsaber to block the tremendous onslaught of blaster fire, moved slightly when she couldn’t block the bolts she couldn’t block, directing some of the light shower towards the people the destroyers were supposed to protect. Some of the blaster bolts splashed against the landing; some ripped through the wood and through the floor, showering the hopeful with sparks and splinters. Kurr tried to shout out an order to the destroyers through his comlink, but the intensity of the firefight did not die off to let him do it. Pirus Krendel, though old and hadn’t seen the outside of a exercise facility let alone its insides, leapt frantically in survival mode hard through an open doorway that was roughly twice his height away.

As Rune held her ground confidently by no means was she amused. Time was wasted. Opportunity was missed by her choice of attack, which now put her on defense: she was no damn Jedi! She proved it by dividing her focus, destroying a droid by crushing it with her mind. Not before, to her dismay at the last second, that it had fired a secret rocket from it’s midsection, locking on to her lightsaber and immediately screaming to life, covering the mere scant few meters between them…

She caught the rocket with a Force grip…

The timer on the warhead expired…

The explosion nearly dropped the second floor landing and the beings on it; it tore and killed the remaining Hapen warriors the fire fight had not killed. Kurr and the rest of the Neimoidians and their droid guards stood up; all stumbled about as they tried to regain their bearings from the shell shock. The lights were off; illumination was supplied by the increased intensity of the electrical storm outside, the flashes of lighting revealing a first floor filled with heavy smoke and blown up marble; the destroyer droids were barely visible in the clouds; slowly they moved towards where the rocket had scored. No one could see where exactly that was, but Kurr was very confident.

“Ha!” Kurr looked to Krendel; the Nubian was struggling to get up from his hideaway. “The overconfident always loose!” The security droids turned on their own built in lights; the flooding devices emerging from their heads; still, they could not cut through the foggy dust. “Certainly a close call, but close only counts with explosives.”

The group laughed, but Krendel wasn’t laughing; he wasn’t in the mood. “What if there’s more of her?”

“They should have attacked by now. They have not.” Kurr turned to the nearest droid and said, “Make contact with the Queen Mother; the situation is well secured.”

Krendel coughed as the smoke and ash bothered his breathing, which hid both his snort of contempt in Kurr’s pandering and sigh of relief that it was all over. He said, “I need air.”

“The roof top will be the only place that will escape the smoke,” said one of the droids. “I advise all to head to the roof for their health and safety.”

“In this weather? Are you brain dead?” Kurr shook his head afterwards. “No. I want to see the body. I and others will remain here.”

Krendel was heading up the second floor stairs before Kurr finished; going alone, he could see well enough to feel his way. He would have to climb two more flights of stairs to reach the easily accessible roof top, one that was flat and large enough to handle the weight of small ships. He nearly tripped over his own feet a few times going up the third set of stairs. It bothered him more than his own suspicions about who the woman was the rocket just got done killing. He laughed to himself nervously. He was hearing things during a moment in which his life was looking as if it were going to end. A life that was halted by Rapier lawsuits, threatened by the frost biting affects of Hoth, and more than once in the large, clawing hands of Magus Prophet. Yet once again, if this attack was meant for him, he escaped with only a headache.

The lights in the mansion began to flicker as the auxiliary power system tried to come on. Krendel was annoyed by it; it was just as bad as the lightening flashes. Passing one of the few large bay windows that were not damaged in the attack he could measure the cascade of the downpour. He was going to get wet, but like all Nubians, and especially after the hell downstairs, he welcomed the falling water. The lights managed to stay on, but in a brownout state; instead of the white friendly glow there was an orange-brown like hue that made the shadows menacing.

It was not the lights that got Krendel’s attention. It was the shadows. They were moving. 
At first the shadows moved in a way associated with sundials; the light beat down on a stationary object and as the day moved along the shadows changed position. Unlike the sundial scenario, the shadows not only moved they removed themselves from their sources. They blobbed together, crawling past and seemingly through a stunned Krendel, on the floor, on the walls, on the ceiling; moving with purpose, moving faster and faster down the stairs. Seeing this caused Krendel to instinctively run up the stairs; something was telling him to go to the roof and go to the roof now!

Like the previous floor, and all over the house, the shadows slithered and withered their way from their origins and towards the bottom floor. No else noted the strange phenomenon; it was simply the low light and the lightening playing tricks; it was a natural occurrence easily ignored. The opinion of safety did not change for the Neimoidians until the dust and smoke clouds below began to turn like clouds caught in conflicting jet streams. They began to collect and turn on a central axis, funneling over the still obscured location of where Darth Rune was struck by the rocket explosion. The shadows began to swirl in with the clouds. The increased intensity of the funnel cloud churned out dark lightening at regular intervals. The Neimoidians still did not worry; they were too awed to what they were seeing.

The destroyer droids and the security droids spotted the growing, black ball that hovered now over the top of the eye of the funnel. They did not like the energy readings from it and fired at it. The lasers struck, and then visibly were pulled down into the vortex of clouds. Once they vanished, the ball continued to grow more. Once it was the size of a destroyer droid, and once the lightening outside flashed so brightly it lit the entire interior of the gutted mansion did the Neimoidians realize what they were seeing…

One moment Pirus Krendel had reached the roof of the mansion, the next moment he was literally flying across it. It was Black Death unleashed; like Rapier Manor and Sanctuary before there was no sound of detonation, no real bomb blast; just the affects of the collected dark side energy released. The large mansion heaved upward, buckled, and there was a threat that the whole structure would collapse. It did drop once the bottom floor was blown all to hell; it fell one whole floor. Structurally the rest of the building was held up flexible support columns designed to handle earthquake stresses on the tectonically unstable continent in which the city was on. The debris shot through the roof and away from the building. The shockwave struck nearby structures and did considerably amounts of different damage. The before mentioned continent reacted to the disturbance in the Force; an earthquake was triggered, sending the surrounding populace into the arena of fear and uncertainty as small structures waned and toppled. The lights throughout the Royal City winked off. The whole area and much of the continent was in complete darkness; in terms of power, in terms of emotions.

A thunderclap scared Pirus Krendel awake. Covered in debris and nearly drowning in the collection of water he laid in, he coughed and tried to get up. His body and mind throbbed in pain. He was bleeding from the head; a small cut that dripped blood drops. His knees and hands were scratched and burn bruised from sliding across the metallic deck of the landing pad, making it all the more painful for him to stand up. Stand up he did, filled with confusion as he tried to make sense of what just happened…

The lightening flashed, the thunder made Krendel shrink, and standing at the collapsed access way that lead back into the mansion was the woman in black. Her cloaked form looked unspoiled. His horror renewed when the blood red of her lightsaber blade emerged from her eternal shadow. “Your friend was right. The overconfident do always loose.”
When Rune moved towards him, Krendel tripped and fell thanks to his own panicky feet. Fear fueled him to ignore the pain and all he thought about was running, or at least crawl fast to get away from the apparition that was slowly walking towards him. He stole a glance over his shoulder, the lightening crashed to reveal how much closer she was to him, and with new resolve he got on his hands and feet and crawled faster. He hyperventilated. His heart wanted to burst out of his chest. He could hear her boots splashing in the puddles just behind him. He crawled and crawled and crawled…

Rune slashed her weapon through both of his Achilles’ tendons. Krendel leapt off his hands and knees, landed on his back. He bellowed in great pain as he tried and failed to grab his wounded legs. He closed his eyes and whimpered for several long seconds every time his feet moved without his control; the flayed nerve endings firing off the pain receptors in his mind and giving him clarity that he had not only seconds ago. It was the realization that he wasn’t going to escape death.

“Did you know, Krendel, that nubi worms have legs?”

When he heard her speak Krendel once again he thought he had lost his mind; under the circumstances anyone else would believe it too. Her closeness, along with the reference to a type of worm that was found only on Naboo, seemingly put away all in his mind the questions of who the woman was. Her familiar voice spoke again, “They’re microscopic, but powerful. Still they have only one purpose: to help…them…crawl. You are a near perfect example of it, Krendel. Now you are closer to perfection. You’re acting just like a worm as well; assuming the fetal position and trembling in the presence of a picking, prodding predator.”

Krendel shook her head and whined out between the pulses of pain, “No! It can’t be you! It can’t be you!”

“Look at me, Krendel, open your pathetic eyes!” When Krendel did the lightening flashed so brightly it illuminated the entire world. What he saw was his worse nightmare and more so. She was Naressa Rapier; her face a ghostly white, her eyes ablaze with yellow anger: never mind that he never saw her in her new form, but there was no mistaking the facial features and the voice that went along with it. When the lightening popped off again, Rune -- as ‘Naressa’ -- said, “LOOK AT LADY DEATH! WORSHIP ME, FOR THE GIFT I AM ABOUT TO GIVE YOU, FOR THE GIFT YOU ARE ABOUT TO RECEIVE! THE SLOW RELEASE FROM ALL OF YOUR TORTURES AND TORMENTS! ALL SETTLED, IN ONLY FIVE MINUTES!”
Krendel was unable to blink in terror. Not even the heart attack he was having was enough to weaken him. It would be the blood loss at the hands of Rune’s sword work as she meticulously began to shape him into the before mentioned nubi worm.

