CHAPTER 72.0

Though sheltered in shadow throughout the half hour trip from the private hanger to the garage that was located within the wrap around walls of the Dedinka-local style marble stone mansion Naressa used the Dark Side to map her progress and get a general feel for her surroundings as a means of knowing her way around if matters began to taste like boot leather. Specific details were to be gathered later when she had time alone and time to consider them thoroughly; time guaranteed once she had been settled into her private quarters in the center and back on the ground floor of the mansion. The initial walkthrough the home from the limo speeder to the converted room told her that outside the improvements they made to the old house with her monies it still retained its required arrogance of aristocracy. Despite it’s grandeur it was still no Rapier Manor, not even a room in Rapier Manor.

The conflict within the Vesgevi clan did not dim to Naressa’s delight when they arrived at the home. The father followed her in exiting and followed what she had told him with his suspicions were projected upon his own flesh and blood after they had exited their speeder. Naressa could feel all of their new discontent even when none of them understood it all the while they lead her to her private quarters. She had released them immediately from her sight to let them seethe over the tension between them as well as pout over the fact that she had no more use for them tonight. In the coming future there was going to be no worry on their behalf about Darth Sadis neglecting them; part of the plan called for retreats and then to approach them one at a time and plant more seeds of discontent. She wanted them to feel off balance and uncomfortable and suspicious of each other so they wouldn’t function as individuals or together as a family, and importantly ask Naressa too many questions. While she was here she wasn’t going to allow them to have a solid, calm thought.

Even alone and with all of her power Naressa had to admit to herself that falling asleep in a stranger’s place, or sleeping while Darth Rune roamed the galaxy, was not a good idea; eyes shut and unconscious described best the perfect victim for the ambitious and paranoid. The Dark Side empowered her to stay awake and all she really needed to do to recharge herself was meditate. It meant diving deeper into the Darker depths of her existence, but the galaxy was corrupted by Darkness at this point and therefore there was no need to keep such power hidden to avoid detection; the galaxy would cloak those who walked the Dark Path very effectively.

Naressa spent most of the late evening meditating to recharge herself and go through her thoughts and plans on what to do next. The subject of rest was replaced by the desire for more power to rejuvenate her, and when the thoughts came she felt an old hunger ripple painfully all over her body. It had been some time since she had absorbed the existence of another being, having a taste of Darth Sidious to heal herself from the wounds he had inflicted on her and cripple him enough to force him to retreat. Before that she had ‘consumed’ the spirits of Vhinech, draining them of their essence in the Force in the failed attempt to save her unborn child. Such a natural, Dark Purity ability was the Sith Maiden’s greatest achievement, achieved through well planned evolution: the ultimate Dark power, any Sith’s wildest dream: the ability to gain more power! So rooted deeply in the Dark Side it was enticing to use, and like a powerful narcotic once tried it was damn near impossible to stop! Intoxicating! Pleasurable! All of the above!!!

Naressa inhaled, and with an exhale the strong cravings, the puckering skin, the desire for instant power gratification vanished. She reminded herself that she was powerful enough with the Dark Side of the Force; more powerful than anyone alive with the knowledge she had to use it. She was walking a very fine line between control over herself and the corruption of what remained of her living soul. At the end of the exhale, all concerns faded away.

The feelings were replaced by her cultured curiosity. The place needed to be examined carefully in order for her to find advantages and disadvantages. Naressa could have done it easily by staying seated on the bed she was on and let her presence swallow up the house but she was still, after all she had been through in the past decade, a sophisticated woman the enjoyed culture, style, and taste; a look around felt more prudent to her; the walk would do her legs good. Though it may have been odd for a Sith Lord to look around it was not in a sane individuals nature to question a Sith’s doings and motives.

Once she hooded herself Naressa stepped out and began her stroll around the house. Security droids of Trade Federation make but under Vesgevi control recognized her form from earlier in the evening and did nothing to impede her progress; she did the get feeling that they alerted someone, and after a few minutes she sensed a presence that was vaguely familiar trying desperately to find her. She stopped in front of a rounded portrait of the modern Vesgevi family that had been done years ago when the youngest child Curnt was an infant, being held by a stern looking, a red and brown headed woman sitting primly and properly in black next to a standing Surmon Vesgevi. The butler Deacon, one of the servants that had been at her arrival, finally arrived at her position.

Naressa barely gave him a glance from under her hood to note his arrival; he was finishing the touches to his servant’s uniform, clearly her movements had pulled him out of bed. Deacon was Surmon’s age, taller, broader, and though not as deft as the lord of the manor he was far harder and edgier than his place in the house suggested; he had done hard prison time, no more than ten years and, if Naressa’s perceptions were correct, it was a detention center where Humans were vastly outnumbered.

“My apologies, Mistress Sadis,” said Deacon in short breath after giving her a bow. “I assumed you were resting. Master Surmon ordered me to be at your beck and call at all times.”

Naressa said to him with her slight, unseen glance at him, “I do not recall beckoning and calling you.”

“He-he only wanted me to-to be by your side, ready to serve you at all times.”

After contemplating the matter for a few more seconds Naressa just sniffed at the sentimentalism; Deacon spoke the truth, Vesgevi was not making him do this because he wanted to make sure Naressa was not wondering around so freely. She could just order him to leave, or use the Dark Side to make him leave. Instead she allowed this to be an opportunity she could exploit.

“Very well,” said Naressa. She looked up towards the painting. “The woman here. Tell me about her.”

Deacon did not think the request suspicious; certainly the Sith Mistress knew who it was and was only testing him. “That is Mistress Teteleana, Master Surmon’s late wife.”

“Ah yes,” mused Naressa in mock understanding. “It’s hard to see the resemblance in the children. Were you here for the births?”

Hesitating for a few moments, Deacon said, “The painting was before my time, Mistress.”

“And her death, Deacon,” mused Naressa quickly. “That was before your time as well.” The butler went a little more quiet, holding in a breath. She turned her head towards him. “Vesgevi had ordered you to serve me. Service includes the revealing of certain information you don’t like to discuss in front of others.”

There was a heavy exhale from the butler’s mouth before he responded to Darth Sadis’ demands. “I was here when she died. I was the only one here when she…fell.”

“An accident no less,” was all Naressa could say. Just as she expected: Deacon had murdered the devious Teteleana.

“That…is the official conclusion the inquiries came to,” said Deacon softly. “She had leaned over the upstairs banister a little too much. When she was terminated from the news organization she had unfortunately turned to alcohol to solve her boredom.”

The explanation translated this way to Naressa: Surmon Vesgevi got sick and tired of his drunk, useless wife, hired Deacon to butler because Deacon has an assault or manslaughter conviction on his resume and therefore Deacon could not find any work anywhere else except here, and one night decided it was the night everyone went out except Teteleana who was too drunk to go or care and ever reliable, every trustworthy Deacon who stayed behind to care for his lady. It was the classic ‘the butler did it’ stratagem, and with whatever fortune or influence Surmon had it was enough to cover up the crime. Unlikely that a lost job was what drove the woman to the bottle given Naressa had her own experience with a troubled marriage. Although she held Bendian under her thumb before and more so after Juna’s birth there were times when all she ever wanted was a simple, straightforward marriage with no complications and sane compromises, and when those times didn’t exist she turned her frustrations towards other pursuits. The ideas were plentiful, such as killing Bendian, or torturing Bendian, or torturing than killing Bendian, but when her morality kicked in she didn’t do it, and when Juna came into her life raising Juna became her focus.
Other women born or married into aristocratic society -- and there were plenty enough that passed within Naressa’s sightline when Bendian was alive and threw parties at Rapier Manor -- took unhealthy liberties upon themselves in such situations; the quickest way to self destruction, the fastest way to chase away their beauty and to deal with their inescapable situation was the direct way to the unlocked and well stocked liquor cabinets. A few of them took to not eating, or cutting themselves with whatever sharp object they could find, but the majority of them were mobile biostroage units for spirits. If anything they drank so much so there was none left for their husbands to drink; just another way at getting back at their male better -- worse -- halves.

Naressa turned away from the painting and headed to her left. The butler followed three steps behind her on her left; both headed down a long corridor of more paintings of the family Vesgevi. She mused, “Do you know much about her dealings with the HoloNet News Network?”

Deacon bled off the feeling of relief that she instantly picked up on. “Master Surmon has spoken of it from time to time. She held a great strategic advantage working for the media, able to gather information from others and hide behind the Republic’s laws that prevent media agents from revealing their sources.”

“Not a bad advantage to have,” said Naressa in order to meet the requirement of a Sith Lord once in a blue harvest moon praising someone. “She used her position to extort as well.”

“Oh yes, very much,” assured Deacon. “For a long time it was the family’s primary source of income.” He then quieted out of embarrassment. Naressa looked to him slightly to get his embarrassment out, or rather Surmon’s embarrassment. “Or so Daystruck had told me. Master Surmon has had terrible luck finding work as a financer.” He brightened up. “Not anymore. Not since many on this world are beginning to see the truth the Sith bring.”

Naressa stopped herself from laughing; these were desperate times for desperate people and they would believe good fortune would befall them if they ate bantha excrement. To test the theory she nearly suggested to the murderous butler that he show her how he pushed his victim over the rail, he playing the victim of course, just to see if the idea would hold. 

As with anything that had an impact on a lot of people there were going to be some people who were going to benefit and ultimately very few of them, or one, was going to benefit the most; for whatever reason the Sith Conspirators thought this theory either didn’t imply to them or it did imply to them but they were more then happy to be on the receiving end of whatever the Sith gave them in scraps. The people were happy with scraps, and they were idiots: the Sith did everything for themselves and themselves alone, and if giving fools scraps kept them in control the Sith were only thrilled to give it to them. That was what made it funny: sane, intelligent people did not let themselves just freely take the short end of the stick. The truth was the Sith didn’t care; the truth was the conspirators were idiots.

“Tell me what do the children do with all of their free time,” mused Naressa as they continued on the passive tour of the house.

“Daystruck followed in his father’s footsteps but works for a different financial company,” began Deacon. “Nicconee…has her hobbies, and Curnt is busy with political intangibles.” He cleared his throat. “For the cause, they do their parts.”

“Obviously.” Naressa turned the corner to find a much narrower hallway that connected the front and rear sides of the home; the way she went led her towards the front. There was not much to look at except the small painting at the end of the corridor; too small at the moment to garner her interest. The hallway was one of those structural insincerities in home building where it existed because someone had too much space and didn’t bother to alter the plans to fix it. It was neglected due to its lack of importance with its dusty look, but the long hidden recess with low lighting did offer a great place to have a private conversation. Based on the Force Impressions and her own examinations of the hallway a lot of the help used this very corridor to have those secret talks.

With all that in mind Naressa stayed on target. “I would not have come here if I didn’t think they were still doing their parts for my cause.”

Deacon still trailed behind her, but directly behind her because of the narrow hallway. “I can assure you, Mistress, they have been efficiently loyal to the Sith.”

Naressa stopped slowly and turned slowly to confront the taller man. Though tough he was Deacon rightfully feared her, if not because of who or what she was it was what he felt weighing against him; thinking like a Sith Lord projected itself through her pheromones that often seduced weak willed men but now made them cowards in her presence. “You would have told me otherwise before today, Deacon?”

The butler was now on the spot and so Darth Sadis pressed. “Would you betray those who have given you shelter, food, clothing, money, and a purpose in life?” The man did not look so sure about answering. Naressa gave him the out. “No need to answer that now. There will come a time for you to decide.”

“Decide, Mistress Sadis?”

“Yes, whether you will honor and obey the one that has given you a life to live or not.” Unspoken was the rest of it and she knew Deacon had gotten the message. Surmon Vesgevi gave him purpose, but in order for Vesgevi to give Deacon purpose Vesgevi had to have a purpose himself and have the resources to carry it out, which were given to him by the Sith and their cause. In short it was going to make Deacon asked the question of who was his real savior, Vesgevi or the Sith Lord in front of him that gave Vesgevi power in order to retain his services. Having the thought stuck in Deacon’s crawl brought a hidden smirk to Naressa’s face as she continued to walk.

At the end of the corridor and making the turn to leave it Naressa heard faint screams in her hears; distant, old, defiant screams from very far away and in very deep in the past. Still, the screams were familiar, of someone young and burning to death and refusing to give her persecutors what they desired.

Naressa stopped; Deacon nearly bumped into her and paid for his clumsiness by banging himself against the wall -- he didn’t know why she abruptly stopped, but he feared what bumping into her would bring to him. The source of the fading screams had come from her lightsaber.

“Aeol,” whispered Naressa delicately.

“I’m sorry, Mistress, d-did you say something?”

Darth Sadis remembered herself fast and stood up tall and tight. She turned back to Deacon to say something rude to put him in his place but the echoes of Aeol Methda resonated back to the unassuming portrait that was hanging in the narrow and lonely corridor. She brushed past the butler rudely to examine the old, dust and cobweb covered, yet very well preserved painting; the location’s lack of intervention, lack of direct access to sunlight and lack of element exposure based how it was turned away from the drafts prevented the natural time rot that normally claimed painted art.

Regarding the painting with some quiet awe she could not quite hid Naressa pictured together several memories in her mind: the red headed L’amel, the religious caretaker of the Sithian Monastery in the town of Shaklebare, red headed Teteleana Vesgevi as depicted in the round panting in the main hall chamber, and lastly the pre-teen dark red head depicted in the painting in front of her who Naressa had known only as a Sith who had been captured in Shaklebare and refused to give up the weapon gems she had been given by the Sith Lords to hold in trust, who died burning and strangling to death, who’s gems were now housed in Naressa’s lightsaber.

It was Aeol Methda.

With care Naressa used her gloved hand to clear the cobwebs off the detailed portrait featuring every detail of young Aeol, from her gray and black lace dress, to the individual hair lines, to the ger’tah that dangled proudly around her tiny neck. There were just the slightest hints of fade and line blending, but whoever the artist was seemed to had anticipated it and created a masterpiece destined for the hidden corner it now lived in for well over a thousand years. A striking, a long lasting dark masterpiece!

A Sith had done the painting, and a Sith was the subject.

“Do you know who this is,” demanded Naressa with an anger that slowly began to inch up her fury thermometer. It was not a question: Deacon had better have a damn answer!

Deacon had an answer. “I think she may have been an ancestor of Mistress Teteleana.” He paused and mused, “As a matter of fact, you used her name to identify your ship. Aeol Methda. Master Surmon was rather surprised you used the name.”

When she turned and fixed Deacon with a stare that shined Dark power light on his face to map his growing worry wrinkles, Darth Sadis cold said, “Why.” Again, it was not a question; again Deacon had to have a damn good answer in order to continue living.

“I-I’m not entirely certain why, Mistress,” stammered Deacon. “All I can tell you is that….is that he reacted funny to the name. That’s all I know.”

“You know!” Sadis drew herself forcefully towards him, causing Deacon to take a defensive step back. In that brief moment Naressa remembered herself and cool down to a dark simmer. “You know nothing.” She waved a hand, and with the Dark Side Deacon’s mind went blank, void of all knowledge of the conversation and the events that took place. “You have tended to me, and I have retired for the evening. It is time for you to retire as well.”

Without hesitation Deacon bowed and left Naressa alone in the dark; only her eyes betrayed her existence as she watched him leave. She turned her gaze upon the painting and said to it, “It was the Vesgevis that betrayed you, wasn’t it?” She placed her hand carefully on the frame of the old painting and projected her energies into it. “Wasn’t it? You were the Sith the Vesgevis gave up a thousand years ago in the deal they made with the Republic to spare their lives and the permanent loss of the precious Senate seat?”

After a heartbeat or two the image of Aeol Methda blinked, and then her lips moved, and in Naressa’s mind she heard the affirmative one word answer.

Yes.

Naressa withdrew her hand but did not feel for one moment like lowering her power down from where it was. Oh yes: she was going to enjoying ruining this family: she was going to enjoy it very much.
