CHAPTER 107.0
Preoccupation was the sport of bored people. Though searching high and low around the Hailstorm’s Hauler was more out of necessity than just passing the time, Alluetia and Dizzy found it was easier to look around than just talking to one another. Just communicating alone made them both feel that eventually they would talk themselves into a state of panic; both had experienced such as well as had seen it happen to acquaintances in their respected pasts. The old former rogues were, at the least, the lucky ones to had survived such happenstances, but privately the questioned their own sanity as to why, after all the crap they went through over and over again, they found a way to put themselves right back into jeopardy.
And this was just after one hour.

The idea of looking around was predated by the fact that they tested trying to communicate to Team Cofka and tried to communicate with the outside universe; both proved futile. Looking around was more Dizzy’s idea than Alluetia’s idea since the Device did peak his engineering curiosity. Alluetia went along because she didn’t want to be alone, and more importantly if they could a way out she felt she had hope for them all.

The two managed to keep themselves in sight of the Hauler, walking the inner edge of the landing ring. All around them was the same desolates of dark iron composite rock polished smooth to the touch, the area lit up by unknown sources of illumination; there was no indication of what, or how, lighting the place was achieved. Where there was no rock there was the familiarity of metal even if they didn’t know what the metal was made of. Mostly they were doors, doors with no access panels, doors that did not open for them.
Alluetia gave a small door a tap of her knuckles. After a wait, she mused, “No one home.” She then examined the seam that connected metal with the polished stone. “No stressing on the connections.”

Dizzy shook his head as he ran his hand, again, across the polished iron rock. At least to him it looked like some type of iron ore; he was no geologist, but he was a Sullustan and having lived underground the first few decades of his life made him at least a rock-ore novice. The idea of a planetary core being used as a vessel lead him to believe that Vhanba’s core was like most other planetary cores, pressure-induced heated iron.

“I’ve never seen iron like this before,” commented Dizzy. “It’s not even compressed. The whole thing was, like, flashed cooled in its last molten state.”

“Can’t be done,” said Alluetia with a head shake. “Carbon freezin’, but even if they built ‘un big enough there’s still a time needed to cool it. Galaxy’s cold, but not that cold.”

“Well Nach said the core had long been dead,” reminded Dizzy. “Don’t explain how they pulled it off, but it don’t surprise me that they did it.” He blew out a sigh from his fat lips. “I’ve seen Vhinphyc stuff in action, Loosh. Really up close to it. Turn even your best days of dyed hair white.”

She didn’t question it; Alluetia remembered all the tales Dizzy had told her about his exploits the last decade. She offered, “Such a big rock, why don’t they just crash it?”
That was an interesting point Dizzy had to consider, stopping him from moving. “Good point.” The Device was no small moon, but it was so large even a piece of it slamming into Coruscant at a high rate of speed would shatter the world. The galaxy was full of history that featured asteroids no more than five kilometers in length wiping out various worlds at speeds not even approaching respectable sublight velocity.
He rubbed his chin. “A bunch of their destroyers could fit in here with room for wiggling.”
“I’ll say; docking bay is up there with Commenor,” said Alluetia. Mentioning the great landing fields of Commenor made her wish she was there instead of trapped inside what amounted to a hunk of rock. “But that’s it; ware the ships?”

Recalling what happened over a decade ago, Dizzy said, “The Vhinech had them. They escaped Vhanba with them, most of them not finished. There were two that were complete; I took out the one at Evramora.” He then rubbed his chest with his knuckles. “Yup, that was me. The other was wiped out last year.”
Alluetia nodded and swept the desolate desert with her eyes. “So how do they land?”

Dizzy was stuck there. He jus said again, “Good point.” He looked on ahead, over her shoulder. “Still, you don’t build something like this just to crash it on day one of an attack.” It looked relatively the same in their continued direction away from the ship. “Let’s go back.”
“Okay.” Alluetia took to Dizzy’s left side. “I don’t think the view improves on the other side of the Hauler.”

“I don’t think it does either. But if we get bored again we can always check that out later.” Sighing as they walked, he said, “I hope Red’s all right.”

Alluetia rubbed her neck and asked the question. “What’s it you and her?” Dizzy regarded the older woman whom he did have a one night relationship with. “I’m not racists you know, but what’s the comlink frequency there? She’s like too tight for you.”

Dizzy said, “Don’t let her killer serious mode fool you, she reserves it for times like this. She’s funny and sensitive. She may act like an absolute knot feminist, but I saw through that the first time I met her.” He then rubbed the back of his head. “Well, her real self was lying there doing nothing. If I hadn’t swooped in and picked her up Muriel by now would think she’s totally latched, but in reality she would be some tool.”
“Mercy,” joked Alluetia. She was alluding whether or not it was a charity case.

“Oh hell no! I really love her. She’s got a lot. All I’m saying is that it would have been trash compacted if it wasn’t for me.”

“Well that’s setting yourself on a pedestal of self-importance.”

Dizzy swaged, “Well, it is amazing how I amaze myself sometimes.”

Sighing out loud, Alluetia admonished him, “How in thee hell do you keep screwing that up?” Dizzy looked at her puzzled. “Amazed how ya amazed yerself? What, where does that come from?”
“It’s just a saying, Loosh!” Dizzy shook his head. “Why weren’t you this upset with Dice Ker’elya?”

“What?”

“The damn Bothan never played with dice. The guy kept saying ‘This how I roll’ and ‘sevens and heaven describe a night with me’.”

Alluetia shook her head and said, “Some things don’t change.”

“Damn skippy,” stated Dizzy proudly. “Muriel tried to change me. She failed.”

“Miserably,” whispered Alluetia with a sly grin.

“Like I didn’t hear that, Twang,” joshed Dizzy back. She glared him because she hated being called Twang; many in the rogues’ circle made light of her unique accent. Alluetia only fumed at him the rest of the way back to the ship.
Reaching the ship, another one of the random sounds reached their ears collectively. Before, long after Team Cofka left them, Alluetia and Dizzy raised blasters in the direction they thought the sound had came from. They only paused for a moment to turn their heads towards the perceived direction source, and then forgot it.

“Plume spooky place,” egged on Alluetia. “Glorified haunted house, that’s what this place is.” Dizzy was on his way up the ramp before she realized it. “Oh, never mind lady’s first.”

“That assumes a lady is present,” he mirth back.

“Awwwww, funny.” She wanted to say more, but she stopped when she realized something. At the open doorway where the rest had traveled down stood someone. Alluetia raised her blaster for a moment until she sized up the threat. “Diz, come back down here!”
Noting her tone, Dizzy had his blaster up at ready as he scampered down the ramp. Alluetia was several steps ahead of him when he saw what she saw, or rather who he saw. There was a small kid at the open doorway. It was difficult to tell if the kid was male or female, even if the kid had no clothes on -- creepy idea by itself.
“It’s a kid!” Alluetia holstered her weapon and walked slower, afraid to scare the child away. “He’s in his birthwear for cryin’ out loud!” The child, no more than ten years old structurally, stood very still and unmoving. “Hey there, fella.”

“Ah, Alluetia,” began Dizzy, walking quickly and catching up with her. “I don’t know what’s going on, but this can’t be good.”

She turned around and admonished, “Look, it’s a kid. I dunno how he got here either but he can’t be just left-.” Alluetia stopped when she looked back at the kid; the kid moved towards them at a walk. She noted, “Hey, where’s his tellywacker?” She then let her eyes grow wide. “Funky butts, I bet these evil bastages cut the damn thing off.”

Dizzy looked the kid over and noticed a few more things not right. He raised his blaster and took a step back. “Don’t let it touch you, Loosh, back it up.”
The kid looked at Dizzy and stopped walking. Alluetia shoved Dizzy’s armed hand down and said, “Are you Neimoidian?” They heard a tinkling sound. She took one look and slapped Dizzy in the arm. “There. Happy? You scared the piss out of her.”
“She…It’s not a kid,” said Dizzy, grabbing Alluetia just as the child reached for the woman innocently. The Sullustan took note of the long nails and the little spiky horns that barely showed through the wild hairstyle. “It’s not even Human!”

“What the frak!” snapped Alluetia, pulling herself away to admonish Dizzy once more. Then the child leapt at her and knocked her hard and easily off her feet. Just as her head stopped throbbing, she stared eye with eye with the drone and its little mouth opening to eat her face.

Dizzy kicked the drone solidly in the side of its head and sent it tumbling. He forced himself to shoot as the little beast landed and jumped right towards him. He missed, and the drone took him down with a tackle. The Sullustan was not hit as hard as Alluetia was, but the fight on the ground that followed was enough to cause Dizzy to lose his blaster.
Wrestling the drone to its back, Dizzy slugged the creature after he managed to pin down one of its not-so-weak looking arms. The creature only kept fighting, and after another punch is struggled to win the upper hand, getting free and pulling Dizzy towards its bloodied, fanged mouth. Dizzy reared back and head butted the crazed critter, pulled away, and jumped for his blaster. He knew he had no chance to turn around to fire given how slow he moved.
The familiar whine of a Cabparack pistol echoed, and when Dizzy turned around he saw Alluetia had finally shaken off the initial shock of attack and killed the drone. Her shot found it in midair, the impact sending it sprawling across the smooth rock surface. Its red eyes were wide with the stare of death.

Out of breath, Dizzy staggered to his feet, dragging his blaster up with him. Alluetia held her place, eyebrow just cut but not bleeding, shaking terribly. She kept her eyes wide and locked on the child-like body as Dizzy backed up towards her, remembering where they were, taking looks around them and taking a few hard looks at the open doorway the drone had come from.
“I…I killed a kid?” Alluetia spoke quietly, breathlessly, still regarding the body a mere twenty feet in front of them. “I can’t believe I killed a kid. I can’t believe I did.”

Dizzy shook his head and said, “That’s no kid. Alluetia!” She grabbed her hard once he was able to manage and got her full attention on him. “Look at me. That’s no kid. Okay, it’s not a kid!”

Going up to the body and checking it out, Dizzy pointed out, “Fanged hands and horns like Magus Prophet.” He then moved its legs apart and pointed. “See? It’s no she either. Come on, one hole?”
Alluetia was still shaking in disbelief. Dizzy reached over and closed the drone’s eyes. He went to her, stepping between her and it, and said, “It isn’t a kid. It’s one of those things, those psychological weapons, Nach warned us about.” He said it more for himself than for Alluetia. In reality he couldn’t blame her; he kept thinking the drone was a kid too. He had to convince himself that it was like one of the many small, talking creatures he had encountered in many places in the galaxy. It was a creation of science, a living defensive mechanism assigned to protect the Device.
A little more worn, Dizzy went back to Alluetia and urged to turn around and head for the ramp. “Come on, no more looking.” He wisely took another look around when she just locked her stare ahead. He had to remember she had been through a lot lately, more than he ever knew. Even the mentally tough ones Dizzy knew had their breaking points.
Managing their way to the lounge, Dizzy set Alluetia down on the bench seat. He felt compelled to head to the cockpit because he figured that the others could be running back, perhaps fighting their way back. When he got there he saw no one coming. There was no relief in that; for all they knew the others were overwhelmed by superior forces, and the drone they fought was some straggler looking for some scraps. He took his eyes off the door for just a moment in thought, but his large eyes caught something.
There was nothing. Then, very carefully, identical drones crept out of the doorway, slowly, crawling on hands and feet, bent low, noses working the ground. A few became a few more quickly, followed up by more and more. The horde of child-like Prophet creatures scurried across the surface like insects. They paid no heed to the ship or to the dead drone, but they all eventually paid real close attention to the puddle of urine their downed comrade made prior to attacking Alluetia and Dizzy in front of the ship.
The group, at once, trained their stares right at Dizzy.

“Oh shit.” Dizzy was damn sure they were looking at him. When they collectively stood up, the Sullustan remembered the open hatch. “Crapashantycrap!” 
He didn’t bother to look for a control or say anything to Alluetia; he turned and ran for the back, passed the confused woman, determined to close the ramp…
The drones ran for the ramp...
Dizzy tripped over his own feet in the causeway that linked the lower aft section to the upper forward section…

The drones began to collectively sound off with impossibly loud snorts from their small noses as they got closer to the Hailstorm’s Hauler…
Hearing the snorts, Dizzy willed himself up to his feet liked he seen Muriel do so many times before, ran the rest of the length to the back, stopping at the edge of the ramp to look for the emergency bulkhead seal…
Three drones stopped just at the foot of the ramp to look at Dizzy.

Dizzy did the stupidest thing in his life; he tried to hit the emergency bulkhead slap button while pulling out his blaster at the same time. He missed the slap button once, took his eyes off his targets to miss on the second attempt, and finally he struck it on the third attempt.

The three drones raced up the ramp between the first and second attempt. The slower one was crushed by the sealing bulkhead that came down from the sealing. The other two Dizzy missed with a hurried shot. The two knocked him hard to the ground. One grabbed him cruelly by his big ears…
The one that had Dizzy lost the top part of its head from a high powered blaster rifle shot from Alluetia. She then had to shoot the drone’s partner three times -- the first two shots to freeze it in a stand up position, the third high powered shot blowing its jaw off to finally kill it. She looked less in shock and more than pissed, even as the rest of the drones outside repeatedly banged on the outside hatch fruitlessly. Women were like that sometimes; they needed to face the unimaginable, fear it, suffer it, and finally they could deal with it.
“Frickin’ brats!” Alluetia set the blaster down to tend to Dizzy. “Rabid womp rats more like it. No, don’t move!”

Dizzy had sighed in relief as he moved the dead drone that was on him, but stopped when the pain in his ears increased so much it made him cry out and tear up. The drone that got him did more than grab his ears; its fingers had punctured through the back of cartilage membrane. In its death its fingers curled, locking in the double claw hold. In the heat of battle and the flow of adrenaline Dizzy didn’t feel the unwanted ear piercing.
Alluetia nearly pumped him with a stun bolt but Dizzy finally stopped moving. Her expressions told him a lot. She said, “Geez,” just as she was thinking of a past memory Dizzy would know about “now you know how Chila O’langa felt when she had those hoop earrings tore out of her belly at that brawl on Chandrilla.”
“Ahhhhhhhh shiawosso gubba detya yabbadabbadooo!” Dizzy cursed in his native language in agony. He wanted to rip the fingers out of his ears, but he knew better. He just grabbed on to the drone’s wrists, prompting Alluetia to motion to him not to pull. He kicked his legs in agonized frustration. “Get ‘em out, get ‘em out!”
“Eh…right. Wait. I’ll get the medkit.” She stood up and he yelled when he turned his head just to slightest in trying to look at her. “Don’t move, Dizzy!” Shaking, she stumbled around the remaining gear left behind by the rest of Team Cofka -- extra of everything -- and found the medkit. Unlike a first aid kit, the medkit was more stocked and had equipment in it for some more intricate in-the-field procedures.

She returned, accidentally kicking the dead drone that was attached to Dizzy’s ears. Dizzy couldn’t scream; he only opened his mouth very wide and stared wide up at her. She only mumbled, “Sorry.” He felt like pulling her ears off with gundark intensity, but he now more than ever afraid to move.

Alluetia pulled out the pain killer quick send and nailed Dizzy in the arm through his clothing. His eyelids dropped immediately and he began to drool. She said, “Whoops, I might have given you too much.”
Dizzy shook his head, but didn’t yelp. He said stupidly, “No, no, no, I don’t know anything.”
She set the injector down and began, to her unhappy chagrin, to uncurl the fingers and carefully pull them out. It was a long process, pulling the small fingers out of the tough membrane. It was tougher when on three occasions she had to use the medical snipping pliers. Somehow Alluetia found the strength to cut off the troubling fingers, just as she found the strength to shoot the drones dead. The biggest dilemma was that the others were cut off from the landing bay as more and more drones exited the door.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 107.1
“Trouble?” asked Nowen.
The trio of Nach, Nowen, and Muriel had reached the end of their walk in the tunnel, stopping before a rail track. The tunnel continued on the other side, but time was short and Nach was willing to summon the ultra-fast rail transport to their location to expedite their journey. There was no map, no other indication where they were. Nach had only his memory, and so far memory held up; he was certain the rail would take them to the inner circle, closer to the control systems of the Device. As Nach used the summons panel, Muriel felt a disturbance in the Force. She turned her attention back the way they had come, her thoughts suddenly on Dizzy.
“Muriel?” Nowen’s repeat of her name finally got her turn back to face him. “Danger?”

“Yeah, for Alluetia and Dizzy,” she said grimly. “They’re all right….I think.” Muriel looked back down the far, far tunnel. It was a straight line of unseen forever. It bothered her now to have left the other two behind. It bothered her more that her Force senses were so inadequate that they were as useless as nipples on a male Wookiee.
The roar of the rail car entered her ears. Nach’s voice followed. “It is arriving. Prepare your weapons.” The Vhinphyc turned towards the arriving fleet of cars hard linked together with no roofs, confident after observing the two Guardians that they were capable of battle. He was confident they drew blasters and were ready to strike. To the older alien’s relief there were no surprises on the cart. The relief passed; the inevitable was put off just a little bit longer.
Stowing his ion cannon, Nach boarded the rail car first. Muriel went second, Nowen walking backwards to keep an eye on the way they came. As soon as he stepped on board, the train slowly began to move. Sitting down beside Muriel, with Nach taking all of the room in the cart in front of them, the train picked up speed hurriedly. He barely had time to contemplate the gratitude of the Device’s transport system when both he and Muriel squinted from flashes of light after entering a tunnel. The flashes stung their eyes, but it wasn’t all blinding; only annoying to their ocular soft tissues.
The flashes of light let up when they emerged from the tunnel. Eyes cleared to a horrible sight of a great chasm of stacked-tight tubes, disappearing above them and below them. They didn’t have a good look at them due the carts’ speed and the tubes relative closeness to the track. Nach didn’t need to tell them what the tubes were, and what was housed inside of them.

They reached their destination, entering a tunnel that lead to a chamber similar to the one they had left. Nach was immediately out first, but before the Guardians could ask him a question he stared back towards the way he came. He could not be more tense.

“Trouble?” asked Nowen, readying his weapon once again.

“The Device has been altered.” Nach turned towards his Nubian companions. “The Dark Prophets were not to be so close to the surface of the Device.”

“Improvements,” suggested Nowen tactically. “Closer to the surface, faster out the door.”

Nach shook his head but said nothing further on the subject. He led them towards a doorway that did not yield to their presence that was next to another infinitely long corridor. What made the corridor different from the previous one they hiked to get to the carts was that it was saturated in red light. It seemingly made it more claustrophobic.

Feeling around, Nach managed to find the hidden panel to the doorway. Muriel walked by him to get a closer look at the corridor. Immediately, Nach yanked her hard from the corridor before she even got ten feet from it. He admonished, “Nyeta! Do not enter areas of red!”

“I wasn’t planning on it!” Muriel bit back. The Vhinphyc had really grabbed her hard. “Just looking.”

“We are not tourists,” he stressed. Nach let her go and looked at both Muriel and Nowen. “Avoid red lighted areas at all costs. Ignore them; they are of no value to our survival.”
Nowen pulled out a portable sensor device and aimed it at the corridor. Nothing came back; it was completely barren the length of its sensing range. He avoided the Vhinphyc’s look. Nach went back to work on the panel. He managed to bypass the lock. The door opened, but in the immediate room it was bathed in red light.
Snorting, Nach immediately closed the door and said, “Come!” They reloaded into the carts and were off again. They traveled the same amount of time as before to the next stop; flashes again appeared before their eyes. The view did not change much during the trip, but their new port of arrival was very different. There was no corridor leading back to the outer ring of the Device; there were a series of doors all around the rail; beside each door were stairs; they alternated from going up to going down. 
Although each area was lit in normal light Muriel felt more on edge here; Nowen felt uneasy as well. The Guardians had their training to fall back on, reminding them metaphorically through the children’s fable about a little girl and boy lured towards an island of sugary delight in the middle of a calm lake. In spite of the distant nature of the swim, the little girl and little boy could not deny the glistening confections that had called them, and all was calm and quiet on such a perfect, spring day. Unfortunately for the children they did not heed what lied beneath the surface of the calm, of those deep waters they had to swim. Like all the other children before them those children were swallowed whole by an enlarged goober fish. For the Guardians, the moral of the story in terms of training was that it was wiser to fear the serenity than to fear the war zone. 

Here the Vhinphyc went out of their way to make the area too accessible. Nach was certain of it, showing it by taking his time getting out of his cart as opposed to earlier. He knew what exactly lurked in the areas of red light for only the Acid Probes lurked in the light’s camouflage; here, the list of threats increased significantly from buq to ac’.
“Soooooo,” began Nowen slowly, drawn out. “What was with the flashes before our eyes?”

Nach frowned more deeply and looked at the Human male. He understood Nowen’s attempt at levity, and said, “The environment is illuminated and tempered by exhaust of natron particles from the cold reactor that churns deep within the Device.”

Nowen made a face that Muriel read as trouble. He said, “Natron particles?  Isn’t that dangerous to living tissue?”

Nach smirked and said, “Well, to your living tissue yes.” 

Muriel found it to be a bit amusing and said nothing with her shaking head; they were in a place more suited for a Vhinphyc, for a Prophet, and therefore there would be things that were not going to be healthy for the non-Vhinphyc involved; just like in any zone of battle. Nowen spent a few moments checking to see if any of his unkempt hair was falling out while Nach approached a kiosk station with great care. Upon his approach the center of the kiosk glowed and natron particles above the opening formed a three dimensional image of their location. It showed just their section and words in Vhinphyckian.
“What’s the plan, anything yet?” asked Muriel, doing her best to ascertain what was shown on the hologram. Nach tried to change the view with the controls but it did not work.
“I have a probable solution to our problem,” said Nach. Disgusted, he looked to one set of stairs. “It requires a great deal of guessing.”

“We’re doing that all ready,” offered Muriel.

Nodding, Nach continued. “The stairway fourteen degrees to the right of the kiosk should take us to an observation station several floors above. It is in my prayers that it will contain a technical schematic of the frigid exhaust system. Through the ports, self contained throughout the Device, they provide the natrons particles.”

“The exhaust doesn’t emit out of the Device?” Nowen thought it stupid, and then remembered the stealthy nature of the Device. Something as big as the Device used up great amounts of power, therefore waste particles had to go somewhere that would not reveal it’s location to sensors.
“Natron particles are not as radioactive as you may believe,” stressed Nach. “Save for close proximity, as in the exhaust ports, the particles are harmless.” He went away from the kiosk and towards the stairs. “It is just a matter of locating an exhaust port we can safely reach. The schematics will-.”

Muriel watched his right foot go up to take on the first step. The hairs on her neck stood up on end. The feeling in the Force made her yell, “TRAP!” She grabbed him and did the best she could to poll Nach back. She had grabbed him by the waist, fell back just as his foot was about to step, causing him to loose balance on his one foot. He stumbled, stepped on Muriel’s leg, and finally regained his balance.

Moving her leg, Muriel thanked the Force that the Saberhide pants still functioned in protection. If she had worn regular pants the full bulk of Nach’s weight would have surely broke her leg. She scrambled up to her feet and sighed, “That was too close.”

“Nothing tripped,” said Nowen. He reached into his pouch of supplies and tossed a few starship rivets, useless pieces of metal, at the steps. No trap, or anything else, occurred. He then walked over and put his Saberhide boot on the step…
Nothing.

“It will not trigger,” offered Nach, finally collecting his breath, “because the trap does not sense your vulnerability.” He motioned to the practically indestructible Saberhide material both Muriel and Nowen wore. “The trap will not spring for you. Not this particular trap.”
“That makes this trap a little too complicated then to disarm,” offered Nowen. He looked to Muriel. “You sure?”

“You wanna try it without your boots on, go right ahead,” offered Muriel. She pictured something in her mind very sharp puncturing their unprotected feet. Nach went right back to the kiosk to read the schematic over. “Do the other stairs take us where we want to go?”
“They will, but it will take us longer,” stressed Nach. It boiled him that he could not do more with the schematic hologram. He had found no way to bypass the security protocols; his people had spared nothing to make any invader’s life very hard. “And it will not be as easy.”

Nach lead the two to the next set of stairs. He paused and waited for Muriel to say something, or at least grab him. Muriel sensed nothing dangerous, and so Nach lead them up the stairs. Nowen brought up the rear; Muriel between the men. It made the most sense; with her range of senses being minimal, it was wise to put her between them to maximum her senses in an umbrella-like zone of protection. The stairway itself was very enclosed, wide enough for three male Vhinphyc to walk shoulder to shoulder and tall enough to allow Nach to stretch upright if he wanted to. The stairway was not too steep, but it was very long.
Knowing Muriel was focused, Nowen kept the conversation going. “The exhaust is providing the natron lighting and the ‘heat’ of this place. Okay, what do we do when we find an exhaust port?”
“Though it is an exhaust port, it does not flush the natron particles out like a pipe does to water,” said Nach. “The thermal detonators you carry should be sufficient enough to destroy exhaust relays within the port structure matrix. We only need to do this at one port.”
“And the bad news?” asked Nowen.

“Beside the obvious difficulties that still lay ahead, it will be the timing of the explosions.” Nach sighed as the climb did not appear to be ending any time soon. Though Muriel did not warn them of any more traps he was still afraid of them, and he was afraid she would not sense them all. He continued, “One port is all that is necessary, but the explosives must detonate as close to the exhaust relays as possible. We must destroy enough relays to overheat the Device; otherwise the exhaust will only go somewhere else.”
“Wait, you said this thing is powered by cold fusion?”
“Cold reactor,” corrected Nach. “It is not traditionally what you may consider to be cold fusion. It is a very complex system; I do not know how it all is done. In short the matter is converted into energy through a freezing process. The left over waste is the natron particles. The particles, as I said before, are dangerous in great quantity. The energy extraction rods only pull enough electrical charge from the matter before it is sent on their way through the exhaust ports. Introduce those particles back into the extraction chamber there is a positive/negative matter reaction.”
Nowen smirked and said, “Nuna in the tailpipe.”
Nach turned a bit in his stride and asked, “What do mean by that?”

“Sending exhaust back into the engine, causing it to stall or overheat and blow. Nuna in the tailpipe.”

Nach thought for a moment. “Nunas are those small, helpless birds.” He looked at Nowen. “Pardon me from ending, but I do must question your childhood upbringing to use such a metaphor.”

Nowen chuckled, understanding that Nach sometimes just didn’t get the joke. “Pardon accepted.”

Muriel fell through the floor…

In a flash Nowen had her flailing hands, but he too began to fall….

Nach grabbed Nowen’s feet at the last moment and jerked them all back up with a single yank. Just as Muriel and Nowen fell on the steps behind Nach, several Muriel-tall needles came through the opening and rammed itself into the ceiling. The needles split apart to become very fine; ultra strong in filament strength, the act was meant to open up the intended target. Nach wisely moved way and pushed the others up the stairs.
“Damn it,” bemoaned Muriel. “Must have been sensor triggered. Maybe set up to take out non-Vhinphyc only.” Nach agreed with a head nod, knowing that in there was going to be some design hindsight in some places. “So last second…”
Nach got her up and said, “There is no fault here. We only must be more cautious.” The trap, to their disheartenment, did not reset. The needles stuck themselves out as a means to keep them away, from attempting to pass back through. The quickest escape in unknown territory was back the way one came.

Muriel thought about her lightsaber, thought about cutting it through it which she felt she could. Then again they had no time to waste, not knowing how many more traps awaited them. They hadn’t been confronted with any real threats yet. For the moment the good news was that no threats could come from below on their stairwell. After a collected sigh the three turned and marched onward, upward.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 107.2
After she had patched Dizzy Alluetia went to the cockpit to have a better look at the situation outside; the drones were still thumping away on the hull of the ship, and the thumps were very numerous. No sooner had she appeared in the window several dozen of the drones saw her and made way for the raised nose of the ship. Suddenly one of them from the ground launched itself in an impossible leap, hit the solid cockpit window, and bounced comically off it. It did not damage the window, but the act scared the hell out of Alluetia.
After retreating and letting some time pass Alluetia crept back up to the cockpit and very carefully tried to look over the control counsel. Unfortunately the design of hardware and ship nose made it impossible for her to just ‘look over’ the horizon.  She stood up with bent knees. Still nothing. Sighing, she stood up very carefully….
Three drones launched from the nose towards the window. Alluetia instinctively ducked, but the drones bounced off the ship. She crawled away cursing the whole time. On hands and knees she reached Dizzy, who took up residence in the corridor next to the ramp. The Sullustan looked more aware, but the pain killers were still killing brain cells. His ears were wrapped heavily in bacta patches and bandage wrapping. It made him look like a wined-up purr toy.
“They’re frickin’ everywhere,” said Alluetia, sitting next to Dizzy. “None too smart.”
Dizzy was slow to contemplate what she said, but he finally responded. “Like us.”

The way Dizzy said it just made Alluetia chuckle to herself. She honestly had to admit -- especially to herself -- that she was surprised she wasn’t in a corner cowardly dumbfounded at the moment. She was no Dizzy Arnes in terms of foolish bravery; she never believed herself to be that lucky. She had pulse pounding assignments as Yoda’s Tidings Runner, but those fetch-or-release missions never involved more than getting shot at. Alluetia could handle the impersonal, the ship-to-ship exchanges, but she thought she would never had to deal with anything remotely close to this.

Yet here she was, on the verge of a nervous breakdown, thinking very calmly and focused after going through her gut-twisting ordeal of shooting the child-looking Prophet drone. She had to admit, too, if she didn’t talk or do something she would indeed go hysterical.

She said, “No sign of the others. I dunno if they got’em or not.”
“No leaving,” moaned Dizzy, his eyes half open but a spark of seriousness clearly in them.

“Like you said there ain’t no place to go,” reminded Alluetia. “And nah, I wouldn’t leave ‘em. There are some fools I would leave here. Not…not our friends.” She was going to say ‘your’, not ‘our’, but everyone she had met had become her friend. She wasn’t really one to look out for herself if she had friends who would look out for her.
“We gotta do somethin’,” she said mostly to herself. There was no indication to Alluetia that the drones were going to get into the ship. There was no indication that they weren’t going to get into the ship either. She had to know what it was going to be.
Ideas racing through her mind, Alluetia walked into her private quarters and got a fancy mirror she had picked up on Coruscant a long time ago. The simple mirror was hand size with a handle that allowed a woman to see what she was brushing out on the back of her head; it was Yoda’s suggestion she buy it; he never said why. She then hunted down a pry bar rod that was as long as her own reach and with hull tape strapped the mirror to the rod.

Alluetia’s reasoning for using the mirror and not the sensors was a matter of knowing the Hailstorm’s Hauler sensor package. The sensors, like all ships that had them, had what was called a blindness envelope: a described area close to the ship where sensor energy did not work due to a design factor such as the inner boundary of a deflector shield. Through harmonics, the sensor energy began scanning cohesiveness well enough away from ship, thus creating the surrounding, tight fitting area around the vessel could not clearly ‘see’. The ship’s sensors could detect the drones away from the ship, but directly on the ship; the Hauler’s blindness envelope was approximately two meters, and the drones were much thinner than that. There were numerous concerns other than them gaining entry to the ship; the landing gear retracted and the boots maneuvered by hydraulics; the Hauler had open port anti-gravity emitters tied into her stabilizers; the dorsal shield emitters, including the main particle shield emitter, was located on top and behind the cockpit and completely vulnerable when not in use. She needed systems to be working, especially the critical ones if they escaped; she didn’t need a diploma to know once the Device was destroyed the Debris of Cofka was going to be waiting for them. If they got out alive.
With assembled apparatus Alluetia snuck low back to the cockpit, laid on the floor, and then slowly raised the mirror. She stopped when she spotted the nose end of the ship, and the drones paid no attention to it. It was tricky to maneuver the mirror about, the range was limited, but Alluetia could see the drones trying to figure out the Hauler. They moved about so much she couldn’t keep an accurate count; she guessed a hundred. Alluetia carefully retreated, not standing up until she was well away from the cockpit unseen.

The next place to go was the dorsal section and the dorsal-aft engineering areas. The fastest way to evaluate the situation was to open the each special hatch at the respected sections -- she might as well drop the ramp and let the flesh eating rodents in that way for a much easier kill. The difficult, time consuming, but absolutely safe way was to open one of the many idiot panels. Idiots panels were also called ‘child-proof security hatches’ because, in dry observation, only a being with a child-like intelligence were ‘secure’ enough in their ability to open them. In more specific terms, idiot panels were engineered in places on ships for those who had difficulty running wiring or installing hardware in hard to reach places. When someone couldn’t simply snake a simple guild wire through key cross sections of the outer hull framing members, for example, they opened the idiot panels to cheat, to grab the wire and pull it through instead of pushing it through. Like so many before her, Alluetia of course created her own idiot panels when she had to install upgrades to her ship; the panels created that way always looked like blast damage compared to the sleek, smooth, and unnoticeable way the engineers at Fondor did.
From inside the idiot panels were a little more difficult to get to compared to the outside. Alluetia virtually had to hang from her legs upside down first before she could rise up and open the small four inch by four inch idiot panel. The seals released and the panel quietly slid away. She slowly stuck the mirror out and did her best to see.

A drone looked right at the mirror. Alluetia froze, but froze still implied that she shouldn’t been shaking. The drone never gave the mirror much thought as it kept its nose close to the hull. She realized it was trying to sniff its way. She pulled the mirror in and closed the panel quickly.

“Shit, they are all over the place,” Alluetia repeated to Dizzy after inspecting the rest of the ship. She returned to find him still a bit dazed from the painkillers. “Looks like we run the standard diagnostics before take off. They don’t seem to know how to disable the ship.”

“Could we…lure them away from the entrance?” wondered Dizzy aloud, his eyes drifting a bit as he spoke.

“We could. I mean they’re none too bright. They might follow us all over the landing field just to give chase.” Alluetia then frowned. “But just about every place in this dump looks the same. We could lose our spot really quick.” She brightened and said, “I know, we’ll use that dead body as a reference. Hold on, partner.”

Alluetia left Dizzy and crept up into the cockpit. On her hands and knees, she went to divert power to the repulsor generators. She bumped the chair, moving it, and three seconds later two drones bounced off the window. She couldn’t fly the ship from her knees, so she jumped into the chair and expected the window crashing onslaught to come.
When it didn’t, Alluetia at first never gave the outside another thought. She ran a quick diagnostic on the ship. Her plan was to take off, fly, and perform some maneuvers she knew she had space to do so and to throw the little demons tormenting the ship off. The dead body was the drone she had killed initially; she would use it as a means of locating the entrance where their friends went in.
Alluetia’s attention was diverted; outside, the drones were fighting amongst each other. The ones on the ship crawled off of it; one made her jump by running right down the sloped incline of the cockpit and suicide dove into the pile of drones. The act cleared some of the pile to reveal that the drones were fighting over the dead drone’s body. The fighting was brutal and ravenous.

“Geez,” cursed Alluetia, transfixed on the violence. She remembered the dead drones on the landing ramp, went back, and quickly kicked the bodies off the ship; she couldn’t stand to have the bodies on board. There were no drones there at first, but just before the hatch sealed and the bulkhead came down a swarm of drones from the original fight, all of them in different states of physical damage, jumped on the dead bodies.

“That was close,” she remarked and went back to the cockpit. Alluetia realized it was stupid of her to have opened the hatch even though she succeeded. “I’m none that bright for this kinda thing.” It didn’t bother her when she admitted to herself she wasn’t smart, and she knew it wasn’t going to be the last stupid thing she ever did.
Alluetia went back to the cockpit to find Dizzy easing himself into the copilot’s chair. She caught him before he spilled terribly into the chair; the combination of injured ears and drugs had ruined his sense of balance. It amazed even her that Dizzy made it in one piece so quietly.

“You shouldn’t be moving,” she admonished.

“Hehe, bored,” remarked Dizzy dryly.

The expected pounding on the cockpit window did not come, drawing Alluetia’s attention back to the outside. Much of the infighting amongst the drones was over. Blood was visible, everywhere, and what ended the battle was that there were enough dead drones for the wounded and exhausted survivors to consume. The too injured were victimized by those willing to take them and eat them alive.
Alluetia turned away and swallowed down the bile back down in her throat. Dizzy just stared on in numbness. She activated the repulsors and got the Hailstorm’s Hauler off the deck. She was glad for it; she didn’t have to see the scene again. The amount of gore and carnage left behind was a better marker to return to than a single dead body. Her plan was to keep the ship off the deck, and as before she flew it through the vast area. She doubted, given the living drone’s delight of eating their own, that the drones would give chase. She hoped they would get satisfied with their meal, and then like a wild pack of snogvaks they would move on.

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

CHAPTER 107.3
The rest of Team Cofka experienced no more traps and reached the end of the stairs. Not resting, Muriel slipped by Nach and took the point without question, sneaking about the open space. Nowen followed by Nach, traversing the empty, plain area that offered nothing in view or importance; that frustrated Nach, who had hoped to find another kiosk to access. The many areas they would soon cross were just too sedate; the occasional sudden noises that blurted out at random were nonexistent. The tension built; they all felt there would be action very soon, something more than pitfalls.
The Force warned Muriel too late; passing a non-descript threshold an energy field was erected between her and the men bringing up the rear. They were a considerable distance behind Muriel because she toed through the latest area quickly. Nach and Nowen shouted and approached the field.
Muriel expected some form of danger within the field, but before she could explore the dimensions of the energy field she noted the child-like drones emerging quickly from the walls. “LOOK OUT!”
Nach was quick on the ion cannon, spinning and firing and the wide dispersal pattern struck eight of the child-like cannibals in one short blast. Nowen rolled away from Nach and fired away, catching three in succession before Nach turned and fired upon another ten drones that Nowen could in no way have taken out. Nowen covered Nach’s flank immediately, dropping two drones that had barely escape Nach’s initial ion attack. There were still many drones, very many, coming out of the walls like sweat from pores.

Nach switched his weapon’s dispersal setting and just held the trigger down. Pulse after pulse of very heated ion energy fired rapidly from the barrel. He moved the gun around in a flat pattern, the shots striking two drones at a time, setting their atoms on fire. No sooner than the drones caught fire they exploded, turning other drones into burning bombs. Nach grabbed Nowen and leapt actually towards and past the explosions. The blast patterns struck the force field, causing Muriel to dive in a flinch.

The short, sudden battle was over. Little fires continued to burn around with only a few drones still alive. The force field took the explosions well and remained up. Nach checked on Nowen and noted the Guardian’s breath-taken look. The Vhinphyc had landed on Nowen, knocking the wind out of him.
“Recover quickly!” Nach was up and moving towards the wounded drones. He took a quick look at Muriel and said, “Inspect your environment!” She just about did what he told her to do until she saw him stomp a live drone’s head into nothing.
Not to really object to such measures, Muriel asked anyways, “What are you doing?”

Nach kept stomping heads while he spoke. “There can be no survivors. These beastchildren are mere drones, set to” SQUASH went the last tiny head under his massive foot “blindly hunt and engage prey. They run on instinct more than intelligence, seeking food, leaving scent markers behind to relay information to their kin. The more food they consume, the stronger they become. In the absence of food they cannibalize each other.”

“Not necessarily a bad thing,” muttered Nowen, giving one of the dead bodies a good kick out of stubbornness. He adjusted his blaster rifle for multiple dispersal patterns. “Less them the better.”

“You are wrong,” said Nach pointedly. “They heal and gain strength when they consume you or I. When they eat one another, they grow, become more resilient, and more intelligent.”
“Well, that’s not good,” said Muriel. She looked around and stepped as close as possible to each of the three ways out of her situation. They were not blocked by any force fields. She turned back around towards the others and noted that there only two ways for them; either back the way they came, which the stairwell was completely blocked, or down the passageway the force field bordered up against. “Check over there. See if there are any controls to this field.”
Nowen trotted over quickly to the passageway and found some controls, but they were written in the Vhinphyc tongue. “Nach!”

Nach ran over to read the controls. As he did, Muriel felt a disturbance again. The force field began to come towards her. “SHIT!”

The two males looked and saw what was happening. Muriel was being pushed to choose a corridor. The field followed the contours of the area she was entrapped in. If she did not choose path soon, the force field would trap Muriel into a place she couldn’t escape from. Her senses told her not to let it happen; the force field would keep going, frying her.

“WHAT DID YOU GUYS PUSH!”

“WE DIDN’T DO ANYTHING!”

“CHOOSE A CORRIDOR! RUN!”

Muriel decided on the path that appeared to run parallel with the corridor Nach and Nowen would have to take. She had to run, though, before the force field overtook the opening. She jumped at the last moment; seemingly, and it did so, the force field sped up to try and entrap her. Once she entered the corridor, a thick bulk head came down and sealed her shut inside.

“Great,” spat Muriel. She ran a hand over the bulk head and just knew she couldn’t get back through. She turned around and measured the narrow corridor before her. There wasn’t, as far as her sight would let her, an opening to the corridor Nach and Nowen would have to take. She tried using her comlink again and found failure again; pure interference from the particles used to illuminate the Device.

Sighing, Muriel stowed her rifle and just on gut instinct she removed the lightsaber Juna had constructed for her from her belt clip. Nervousness slowly dominated her as she felt the still-new weapon in her gauntleted-hand. She never had any practice with the weapon; there was no time for practice. She turned it on just to see if it was working; the orange blade that blazed upon activation suddenly calmed her.
“Ooooookay,” Muriel told herself to get herself fully involved with her seldom used midi-chlorian endowment. She took everything she heard Enothchild tell Juna about the Force, about being calm, about clearing the mind just to focus on what needed to be done with the Force as her ally and applied it. She knew better, but she still expected something to radically change; something different, in some way, from when she used the Force instinctively; nothing within or outside of her changed. She could sense the men trying to find a way to her, but sensing people was not new.
Eloquent weapon at ready in a two hand grip by her right shoulder Muriel jogged down the corridor. She strained to keep her eyes wide open -- for some strange reason -- and her head moving. She kept her feet light, staying on her toes, following the entire shape contour of the corridor. She suspected nothing…

Her ears picked up loud sounds of blaster fire, stopping her in her tracks. Then Muriel lost the sounds. The men were fighting new threats. She could not be anymore clear than that, but she focused and just knew they were fighting, winning…

Little doors opened behind her and drones just spilled out. Muriel whipped around and immediately noted how quick the drones were coming. She got the lightsaber moving directly in front of her. Cutting through the first drone nearly caused her to lose her grip on the weapon. She tightened her grip and just reversed her motion horizontally to kill the next drone, and then the third, forth, fifth, sixth/seven, eight, and nine. She lost count after three, and though her swings were to her pathetic in form it managed to drop all eighteen drones that had just blindly charged her one at a time. No flipping, no spinning, and no unique and spectacular Jedi pizzazz: it got the job done. Muriel did not kid herself, refusing to let all the success go to her head: she only killed mindless creatures, not Force users with years more experience. She didn’t see herself confronting Dark Lords of the Sith in the near future.
Moving again, but wisely with weapon off, Muriel moved again down the passage swiftly. She felt the others were alive and not in so much danger, however they were fading away from her perceptions; they were moving away. They were at the mercy of the construction of the Device. She knew she had to at least head downward as Nach suggested, so she hoped Nach was still sticking to that plan.
Once again during her jog part of the floor gave way; eight meters of flooring simply dropped down. Muriel jumped on one foot and surprised herself that she cleared the distance, reaching the other side, stumbling on landing. No sooner than she had landed that a drone charged from above and hit her center of mass in the rush. Both drone and Muriel fell into the hole. The anticipated sudden stop never happened, and neither did something sharp kabob them. They fell, and bounced hard against sudden turns and bends as if they were falling down a pipe.

Muriel shoved her Saberhide-gauntleted fist into the maw of the Prophet drone; it stupidly chewed on the indestructible metal, but it still clawed at Muriel’s exposed body parts. Muriel’s shoulder took a bruising bounce off another bend in the fall, and then a raking of a claw just below it to cause her to lose her grip on her lightsaber. They separated at one point when she struck another bend; the drone continued to fall. Muriel fell behind it now. In the mayhem, her lightsaber managed to trail her. She grabbed it, ignited it, and just out of desperation she slammed it into the wall. She then kicked her legs out and used her boots as brakes. She skidded down and down, holding her lightsaber flat as possible, in line with her heart, praying to stop. She finally stopped when her buttocks touched another bend in the pipe. She pulled herself towards it and shut off her weapon and took a breather.
She took a peek downward and noted nothing but darkness. Her lightsaber had provided the only illumination until she shut it off; it meant she was in no shaft for natron particles at the very least, and it also meant that natron particles were not present to illuminate the shaft.
Something tugged on her hair!

Turning, Muriel ignited her lightsaber and the drone nibbling on her hair bit down on the lightsaber blade. It was dead instantly, but her sudden turn caused her to fall backwards and she continued to fall down the shaft. She thought about another ledge, and just on the thought her feet found purchase on another bend. She almost lost her weapon again, struggled for balance, and finally leaned back with all the abdominal power she possessed. From her precarious perch she understood where she was. The shaft was used by the drones to navigate the Device.
Muriel heard blaster fire again, only this time it was her normal hearing that picked it up. She had no idea how far she had fallen, but it did not seem far because the shots came from below her. Those undetermined noises they had heard earlier began to ring above her; doors opening along the shaft for the drones to take.

Igniting her weapon, Muriel spread her legs over the opening doorway on her ledge and waited patiently. A drone head emerged and she loft it off. Noise above her got her attention again and she prepared herself.

Drones began to flood and fall down the shift not realizing Muriel was there in the shaft until they nearly fell on her weapon. Muriel worked the lightsaber without the artistic, beautiful, and clean efficiency that was expected from users of the powerful weapon, but the drones were dying, or would eventually die either by the wounds Muriel inflicted in their passing, the uncontrolled striking of their bodies against the shaft…
Below, Nach and Nowen had raced down a new set of stairs without problems, but upon entering a room they were graced by a rain of body parts from an inconspicuous compartment above them. Nach pulled Nowen away and both opened fire on any of the beastchildren still making noise. Since leaving Muriel, the two had stumbled on caches of drones just waiting for them to cross their path; this particular area had sealed doors and the way they came had just closed shut. Without the rain of body parts the two would have walked right into a trap that at least one life would have been lost.
After a few pulse pounding seconds, Nowen said to Nach, “What the hell did they do, fall through a ventilation shaft? Did your people fit the thing with a fan?”
Nach examined the remains of a few drones and noted their cut-up nature very carefully. He held up a dissected arm. Nowen made a conclusion but Nach spoke it aloud. “Energy weapon. Lightsaber if I am not incorrect.”

The Vhinphyc giant peered up into the shaft…

A drone, a lucky straggler, was on top of Nach’s head. The Vhinphyc only grabbed it and tossed it towards Nowen. The Guardian pulled out a knife and with a spinning motion he caught the creature in the throat with the blade just as it landed on the ground.
The giant held his forehead and spat out some few, loud expletives in his native language. Nowen thought to check him, but Nach stomped around and continued to curse. Nach was hurt, and like some that got hurt they usually threw a heated fit and sometimes threw errant punches around. Nowen did not want to be accidentally killed by an errant punch so he gave Nach room.

Nach calmed and wiped his blood on is ragged clothing. Nowen eased towards him and said, “A bite.”

Noise from the shaft made Nowen fire a shot, but lucky for Muriel he was too late. She had landed in a roll-tuck just as Nowen fired at the shaft entrance. Unfortunately she rolled right into the gore they had collectively created. Her admonishment at Nowen was cut short as she pulled something gooey from her hair.

“Hey,” said Nowen with a smile. “Thought it was you.”
After she took Nowen’s hands to get up, Muriel said, “Can’t be anyone else on this thing with a lightsaber.” She took one look at Nach. “Sit.”

The Vhinphyc blinked at her, but Muriel just urged him over to a clean spot in the room and forced him to sit; forced was somewhat subjective; mainly she kept pestering him to sit down until finally he did when she placed her finger where his unexposed belly button was. It was strange that he sat down from that.
Muriel pulled out a medkit, and then realized Nowen was going to work on her while she worked on Nach. She said, “That bad, eh?”

“Looks like you fell through those drones before you killed them.” Nowen rubbed an antibiotic patch under her eye, stinging her. Meanwhile Muriel was throwing a healing skin patch on Nach’s forehead; though Vhinphycs could heal they did not necessarily heal fast, and there was no telling what was in the drone’s saliva.
“I didn’t think I would fall into their crawling space.” Muriel finished up with Nach and the Vhinphyc stood up with a look of concern. He was taking note of the blood drying on his clothing. She said, “You think they’ll track us easier now with blood?” She then pointed out. “You don’t think they all know we’re here?”

Nach nodded in conceding the point. He said, “I have the unshakable sentiment we are being funneled.” He observed their surrounding environment, at the way they came that was sealed shut, and then the other doors that were also sealed shut. “Each way we take from here will only escalate the situation against us.”
“But is this the way?” asked Nowen reasonably.

“It is of one way,” assured Nach. “However the sure way is the easiest way to lay entrapments.”
Nodding, Nowen said, “Then we make our own way.” He walked through the gore and took a look straight up into the shaft Muriel and the drones had come from. “Is there a way to climb back up?”
“Yeah, but,” began Muriel, “that’s where these little shits come from.”

Nach walked up to the shaft and eyed it. He said, “He is correct. We should not go the way the Device would enjoy us to go. This way is wrought with peril, but which direction here is not?”

Muriel had to concede that; technically ‘going back the way they came’ was a little more sane than just plowing ahead. They were being funneled into the traps, and if she hadn’t been knocked down in the shaft they all could have been dead, mission over. More of her reservations were eliminated when she noted that the shaft was large enough to accommodate Nach’s frame.

She looked at Nach and asked, “Can you climb it?”

Nach turned to Muriel and asked, “Do you not give birth to your children standing up?”

Muriel went to say something about that, but opted not to when Nach urged Nowen to hang from his massive back. Muriel found her spot on Nach’s back on the right side. Both she and Nowen used a Dock Grip, wrapping an arm around Nach’s massive chest and holding hand over hand; their other arms held onto each other. The Vhinphyc squatted and leapt into the darkness above, into a cleared and relative unknown.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 107.4
The Hailstorm’s Hauler had finally orbited the central complex, following the whole arc of the landing field around. The trip was entirely numbing for like where they had originally left Alluetia and Dizzy -- who was a little more coherent after the slow lap around the Device -- saw nothing new. Nothing stood out to break the monotony of engineered perfection. Rarely were weapons of mass destruction designed to be art pieces.
“I think I see where we landed,” said Dizzy as Alluetia dipped the ship downward to better see the floor. He wasn’t absolutely sure, but he guessed because he noted how discolored the smooth rock floor was compared to the rest of the complex. “Is it?”

Alluetia felt it was the place, but what made her hesitate was the lack of enemy, the lack of dead drone bodies. “I wanna say yeah. I just didn’t think those critters would eat every drop of their relations.”
Setting the ship down in just about the same spot, both could see from the cockpit there were more doorways opened; the original doorway was still open. Blood sign was everywhere in the forms of spots and swatches and splatters. Closer inspection would have been required to locate any minute organic debris. There was literally speaking no hide or hair of drones anywhere.
“I don’t think a cleaning droid just came by and picked up,” said Alluetia in awe.
“You said they were eating each other?” asked Dizzy. He couldn’t quite recall anything after they had left the landing site.
“Yeah, like….I dunno,” shrugged Alluetia in trying to find the best way to describe it. “Like…a fat kid slurping on sour keldi welts.”
Dizzy made a face. “Eck!” Either cannibalism visual or the idea of a morbidly obese child didn’t set well in his stomach. “At least they’re-.”
They did not know they had been watched. They did not know something was coming at them in attack until a Human-size adult humanoid landed on the large cockpit window. Young face and red eyes, a much larger version of the genital-less beastchildren, but the most telling feature was the manchild’s black pointed horns.
“AH SHIT!” yelled both Alluetia and Dizzy, jumping to figurative light speed. The manchild growled at them and proceeded to pound on the cockpit glass relentlessly. Its fist began to wear down and bleed, so it changed hands, thumping away…
“It can’t-.” began Alluetia.

The manchild reared back and used its head; the cockpit window’s outer layer cracked significantly upon impact. The cracks formed in an area slightly wider than it’s head.
“PUNCH IT! SHAKE IT OFF!” barked Dizzy!

Alluetia got the Hauler up and spun it horizontally just as the manchild reared back for another devastating head butt strike. The creature slipped down and to starboard, falling off the ship. The two occupants had little time to savior the small victory as the control counsel began to cry with one warning, then another, and followed by more urgent warnings about the port stabilizer. The manchild was not the only one.

The manchild that had attacked the cockpit was assigned to do so by its brethren. The upgrades to simple drones, seven in all including the one that had fallen off the ship, were more intelligent than their lesser versions. Instead of a simple, hive attack mentality they were pack predators with one common goal, instilling tactics based on instincts. They knew their targets were in the confines of a vessel. Disable the vessel, and then they would enjoy the contents.
The Hauler lurched sideways on Alluetia. She locked her hands on the controls and fought the manual steering handles. “Lost the rear stablizers!”
“There’s gotta be more of them,” noted Dizzy, becoming very sober and pain free as adrenaline-inspired panic lifted the fog in his head. Another warning went off he didn’t like reading even sober. “Repulsor generators are overheating! They must have tagged the coolant lines!”

“We’re dipping!” Alluetia fought to keep the ship off the deck.

“Don’t let it land!” Dizzy quickly found Alluetia’s override to activate the ion drive for sublight travel within an atmosphere. He shut down the repulsor drive to save it.
“Don’t let it land?!?”

“We can’t fight these freaks straight up! We land, we die!”

The Hailstorm’s Hauler lurched forward and succeeded in throwing off two of the remaining six that were on the ship. The ship was on the move quickly before the three manchildren on the ground could regroup to rejoin the others. Their attentions were diverted when the ship vanished from their sight. They were regarding the open door that the rest of Team Cofka went through…
The four remaining manchildren fought to stay on the fleeing Hauler. The spacious Device allowed the vessel to perform atmospheric maneuvers, but Alluetia’s immediate attempt to spin the ship nearly drove the vessel into a wall. Without the repulsor generators she could not brake suddenly and had to twist the controls to pull her out of the unstable turn. Nearly striking the outer wall, the Hauler went back the way it came.
“I can’t overuse the RCS quads,” barked Alluetia after the gees settled down. She pulled her straps on; she nearly was tossed out of her seat during the turn. Dizzy nearly knocked her out of the seat when he didn’t catch himself. “Those bone-eaters did a number on my stabilizers!”
“Got no choice, Loosh!” Dizzy struggled with his safety harness. The tight turn, which played hell with the ship’s own gravity and acceleration compensator, pulled what remained of his ear fluids out of his large lobes, making him pass out just for a moment. He woke up when Alluetia slapped him back to his seat. He was coherently thinking, but his vision and balance was terrible. He kept rubbing his eyes to read the instruments and see out the window.
“Wait. Are…are we going back!?!?!”

The Hauler lurched downward again, the rear of the ship dipping. Two of the manchildren had slipped back towards the rear of the ship and had been working on the dorsal plating around the engine mounts. When the ion drive was engaged one of them was burned off; the other held on and avoided the direct afterburn; though poisoned with radiation, the manchild managed to create enough of a hole to grab the timing caliber to the exhaust emitter. Crushing it, it choked off some of the ship’s propulsion.
Meanwhile the other two manchildren were busy on the stabilizers. Both found the access ports to them on either side of the ship, breached them, and tore the heavy cabling apart one at a time. The cables were very thick and not easy to snap. The manchildren had to time their moves to use pure raw power on the cables, but the cables did give them hand holds.
Dizzy said hurriedly, “Butwecan’tgobackthatswhereweleft-ACK!” One of the manchildren that had been left behind banged off the cockpit window, cracking the entire outer layer. It fell off the ship battered and torn, but it had done the job; the Hailstorm’s Hauler automatically dropped its protection bulkhead over the damaged layer.

“JULES VERNE!” Alluetia cut the ion drive. Last she saw they were still heading downward. “OF ALL THE” she frantically kept striking with a fist the controls to the repulsorlift generators “TIMES FOR THIS” she added more emphasis on the control, the power slowly diverting to the damaged emitters “SHIP TO WORK…”
THUD!

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

CHAPTER 107.5
The complex corridor system deep in the Device had enough hidey-holes for each member of a battalion of Royal Volunteer Army - which didn’t say for much given there was only one battalion representing Naboo and it was not more than a thousand members strong. Still Team Cofka took advantage of them every time they came across a wide open area and needed to flush out the living traps. Nowen often volunteered, simply running out into the open and running back. Sure enough drones were chasing him before he turned around. Nach’s weapon had more area of coverage, firing it when Nowen ducked to the floor. Muriel fired her blaster rifle from a kneeling position to catch her targets low to high, and from a distance finish off drones that still kicked. This had gone on for more than an hour, and based on their collectively physical status they had covered a considerable amount of ground.
The trio reached a new rail system and kiosk information booth. Nach accessed the kiosk and noted it was a map outlining the rail’s travel path. Muriel took up his side as Nowen scanned the area with his blaster rifle.  It showed that its current run took it towards the center of the Device. He did not smile, though he suggested to the others that it was good news. “This should take us very close to the reactor. It will be easier to breach what we desire to exploit.”

“Does it get us anywhere else?” asked Muriel, thinking along the lines of escape. The kiosk was unlike their previous experience with them, showing them much more than the immediate area.
Nach scanned the map before them. He began to recognize a few areas, but he did as Muriel requested. He pointed out a few areas. “This rail system comes close to the Dark Prophet chambers we had encountered. It is a fast rail, able to move us very quickly over a vast distance.”

“Great,” stated Nowen after checking a door only to find a red-lit room. He backed away from it wisely. “I can’t imagine that we’re anywhere close to something in a thing this big. We can’t be constantly fighting every trap. We don’t have the supplies for it.”
“Agreed,” noted Nach. He called the rail to their location. “Our luck shall hold so long as we do not become complacent.”
“Well, we wouldn’t want boring now would we?” Muriel said in mirth. The transport was enclosed like a Coruscant monorail but it had no windows. “Here we go.”
The doors opened at three different locations along the monorail’s body. In mass sprawling out of every opening was seemingly an endless stream of beastchildren drones. Once they found their feet they were on the attack.
“FRAK!” Nowen had enough time to shout. The heroes backpedaled and opened fire to suppress the horde that was between them and their ride to safety. The drone blitzkrieg was being cut down, but there were too many. No ways were opening no matter how fast Nach scattered his weapon’s beam.
Muriel pulled a clang grenade from out of her side carry bag, a low yield explosive that detonated on first hard impact, and threw it just behind a fast approaching line of childish enemies. Running backwards the throw was terrible and thus the explosion only caught the middle of the approach; the front line just kept coming, unaffected by the explosion. A blazing sweep by Nach took out the approaching line too close to her.
Nowen eyed the open door filled with red light. He shouted, “We got no choice!”

Nach noted Nowen’s run for the room. Muriel threw another grenade and cut around Nach. The Vhinphyc wanted to yell no until he had to swat a leaping drone away, duck under a second, step on a third, and backhanded a swarm of them lastly.
Nothing immediately happened when the Guardians entered the red lit room, but they did not stop running. The room itself was filled with computer terminals, map screens, data ports, and other things that would entice the curious, provide some comfort. In their running glances, it looked like a guard station. The floor was different from the other floor; though stone, it was grated like storm drains. Muriel felt her insides absolutely knot so badly about the room she wanted to get the hell out of there.
“DOWN!” Nach’s panting shout drove the trained fighters flat to the ground. He swept the room with his ion cannon. In various spots where no technology or life exists sparks erupted.
Muriel grabbed Nowen and went into a Force-led blind roll across the holey stone. Where they were water appeared to materialize and splash upon the stone, followed by the sizzling sound of burning acid. Some of the drops nicked the Guardians, most of it on their Saberhide which the acid did nothing. A bit of Muriel’s long hair was victimized, part of it coming right off.
“RUN!” shouted Nach, firing at the acid probes that could still be lingering in the room. The tiny floating probes took their time emerging from the openings in the rock, using powerful waves of energy to pull the acid under the rock through the holes towards it to form humanoid shapes. The tiny probes, similar but not as small as Rapier MITES, produced so much power they gave off a red glow, but one could not tell in a room bathed in red light.
Nowen’s Saberhide boot sizzled when he stepped on an Acid Probe’s head. The acid harmless dripped off the polymorphic carbonite composite. Muriel dodged another partially completed probe save for her explosives pack. The whole cache began to melt, fall part, and compromise the explosives.
“KEEP GOING!” Muriel had to stop to get rid of the bag. Nowen nearly tripped right into a forming acid probe, spun on his foot, and leapt over another watery-like form just beginning to stand. The door to the other side appeared miles away.

Muriel spun, juked, leapt, sidestepped, and jived her away around the Acid Probes that had formed between her and Nach; Nach had to stop his progress to cut down drones. Some of the drones and Acid Probes met near the door, creating a cycle of ruined weaponry. The beastchildren were not immune to the highly concentrated acid, melting upon impact, falling apart in agonizing screams their fellow peers paid no heed to.

Muriel threw the grenade satchel towards the doorway. “RUN!”

Nach turned on his heel and ran right into a splashing acid probe….
Muriel felt Nach grab her just before the compromised explosives detonated and leapt. She ducked her head close to his chest as the concussion wave drove them. There was no telling how many acid probes they had collectively went through, but much of the explosive shockwave that rolled past them struck the acid probes and their controlling probes first, destroying them before Nach made impact with them.
Nowen threw himself through the open door as the explosion went off. He looked back momentarily but a large fireball burst out from the room; the acid had reached its combustion point when the flash bang explosives went off. The fire ball missed him; at first he thought it was his friends but it turned out to be merely flames.

Turning his attention back to the room, Nowen did not immediately see Muriel and Nach. Smoke from the burning remains of the room and drones and probes forced him right back. Because of the Saberhide he barely felt the flames that had approached him from behind. Where the exposed parts of his armor did not lock due to the Shut Down was where he felt the heat energy.

Nowen moved just as the burning acid probe touched off the coverall material he wore over his armor. As the probe continued to chase a burning Nowen it lost size as the chemical burned and the probe began to malfunction. Still the probe advanced, and Nowen had no time to put himself out. He held a terrible breath of smoke, raised his weapon and continuously fired at the probe’s head; he just assumed that was the best place to kill it. It would have been normally if the probe controlling the creature was not malfunctioning; it swam around inside the acidic creation. The more Nowen shot at it, the more it lost fluid.
The flames gobbling up his equipment finally became too hot to wear. The probe was literally a midget but still advancing when Nowen had to roll to the ground. Fire licked his hair and eyebrows burned his nostrils but he fought the pain and discomfort to prevent inhaling flames. Nowen rolled and rolled blindly until only smoke rolled off of his gear. He was in no position to stop the flaming acid probe midget…
The humanoid fireball oddly shifted direction and left its feet, sailing toward its right. It splashed against the ground far enough away from Nowen not to affect him. Nowen let out his held breath, coughed, and struggle to see that Muriel had used her Force abilities to throw the aggressor away. Panting and coughing, she could do nothing else as she rested still tucked under Nach’s left arm. The Vhinphyc was his stoic self but he was expressing it with a weary pain; he favored his right arm and some blood dripped from his hairline.

Muriel untangled herself from Nach’s grip and let herself lay flat on the cool, smooth rock floor to breathe. Nowen sighed and followed along with her coughing. Clearing some of the smoke out of his throat he asked, “What kept you two?”
“Wall,” muttered Nach, breathing loudly and wobbling a bit on his feet.

Muriel coughed some more, swallowed, and got out, “We…struck the wall.” She smiled a little and tried to laugh, but laughing only made her cough more.
Nowen took a peak at a few defenseless places on him and noted their singed nature. He was blistered but not too badly burned. Muriel was just as crispy looking but only had a bad cough. Nach sat on both his knees and continuously winced. The Vhinphyc’s animal hides were melting off of him, he pulled them off to reveal the various weapons of Vhinphyckian make he still had at his disposal. He unbuckled and released most of them along with his energy generator; his ion cannon took the blunt of the acid probe attack and had become ruined.
“You okay?” asked Nowen as he found his feet and went to the giant. The Vhinphyc looked more beat than he was willing, or even able, to admit.
“Just,” Nach started to say, paused, and then finish, “everything catching up with me, Nowen. That is all.”

Nowen looked at Muriel and said, “We take a breather, right now.” When she nodded and Nach did not put a protest, he looked around. “Somehow we got to beat back to that rail.”

Muriel took note of the area they passed and said, “Wait the fire out. With luck, the other door way is not collapsed in.”

“You want to make a run back through there?”

Nach shook his head, but clarified, “There should be no more danger in there. Let us wait it out. Then we shall take the rail.”

The group just silently agreed and for a while there was clam and rest for them. Eventually Nowen and Muriel would tend to each other’s wounds; Nach declined the offer of any form of treatment. They checked their gear and managed to salvage some of their war making ability. Another hour passed and the group found their way back to the rail quickly through the rubble. They had to call it to their position again, and this time they were ready, and this time they had to wait for it.

Nach was caught looking at the hologram of the Device’s layout from the information kiosk. Muriel slipped over to him from a location she thought would give her surprise over any new drone attack. Nowen held his position on the other side of the rail tracks, along the wall, backed into a corner; he only frowned at the two.
“The design’s bothering you again,” asked Muriel quietly. “You shouldn’t worry about it too much. Not now.”

Nach rubbed the raw skin on his right cheek. “There is something not right about this. I do not believe it will imperil us, yet I am troubled by the alteration in design.” He moved the image to a more central area of the Device; unlike everywhere else, the place in question was not labeled. He could not move the imager beyond the outer most boundary of the central core.

“Classified area,” suggested Muriel. “I don’t think they would want their enemies to know what was there.”

The rail transport echoed it’s soon arrival. Muriel slipped back to her position. Nach was paying no attention. She wondered if he was really hurt worse than he let on. “Nach! Get yourself ready!”

The rail cars came to a stop. The doors opened on both sides and nothing came out. Nowen raced through one of the cars to the other side. He tucked into a roll to stop and waved the others to board the train. Rifle ready, he walked back into the cleared car, ready for any surprises he might have missed on the pass through.

Nach finally moved towards the car with some hoped for vigor to Muriel. The Vhinphyc kept contemplating to himself once they seated themselves on the long benches on either side of the car. The doors closed, and the stink of corralled drones awoke them to the reality of who used the car last. The ride was peaceful, but no one rested.
