11 DAYS (CHAPTER 100.0)

Isolation could never truly be achieved by Naressa in her entire life. Being in a jail cell on Dantooine with no access to ports, terminals, or other informational needs did not change that fact. Even with Edin Roultel gone to work on some other details and his quiet thugs still keeping an eye on her for her safety, she knew what was happening in the cosmos. Much of what happened was making her smile.

Juna had wished Enothchild back to life. Juna had defeated Magus Prophet by draining him, the only way to beat the Dark Vhinech. Though she disapproved of Juna’s decision to come to Dantooine -- and she could feel her getting closer -- there was still some time to defeat Darth Rune. She knew Faith was on Nal Hutta.

She knew Rune was in her jail cell.

Naressa, sitting on her small, hard, unfriendly bed with her eyes closed, opened her eyes to find her Mother standing in front of her cell door in full Sith warrior dress. Her snow white face was stoic, frozen in neutral. Naressa, on the other hand, could not help to smirk. The smirk she had inherited from her Father always frosted Rune, and in the deep recesses of her body she felt Rune’s unspoken, unrevealed disgust. Though Naressa was being monitored by sensors and organic visual scanners, the conversation was in reality within Naressa’s head: in reality, the constables monitoring her still saw her sitting down, legs crossed, palms up on her lap, eyes tightly closed, and nothing else.

In Naressa’s realm of the mind, Naressa said, “You came fast.”

Rune, with arms crossed, only said, “You wished.”

“Actually,” Naressa rolled her eyes, “Juna wished.”

Rune’s eyes noticeably narrowed on that. “You believe yourself so cleaver?”

“I believe in my Gessa,” said Naressa gently and with enduring respect. “She only needed motivation to act appropriately, in the name of Good. I just nudged her into action. Maybe I…hinted a little about what to do. Such as…Enothchild for example.” She squinted up her face cheerfully. “How does your destiny look now without his death credited to you?”

That was the real point to Rune’s anger. Through Faith she had killed the Tragic Hero, and by killing him she had guaranteed herself the destiny of the Dark Hope of the Sith. Alive now, the destiny was no longer etched in stone. Rune said, “The Mark of the Flames still burns upon him, dear Daughter of mine. Do you really think I can’t kill him again?”

“All I know,” said Naressa happily, “is that you are here. You came to me. You must know the realities now present. Granted, you may still kill Enothchild, but that all depends on what you do and not on what I or Juna fail to do. What we have, right now, is a stalemate.”

The truth was no clearer than it could be thought or said possible. Darth Rune’s trump over Naressa, over Sidious, over Juna, over anyone that could claim the destiny of galactic rule was the death of Enothchild Sarch. The Jedi Enlightenment was as clear as could be in that proclamation that whoever killed the Tragic Hero who bore the Mark of the Flames given by the Dark Hope’s hand determined the galaxy’s approaching Dark Days. With Enothchild alive that destined Dark Entity was not named.

“This destiny is mine, Naressa,” sneered Rune. “Juna does not want it. She will never kill Enothchild Sarch.”

“Hence,” said Naressa again, “the stalemate. You don’t dare go to Naboo, not with Faith not on your side anymore. I can imagine she’s upset over the loss of her father. I pity that poor creature, I truly do. She’s too unpredictable, though. No matter how much you think you have her under your control it’s still her body and her choice whether to let you take it over or not. She may be angry now, but she just might throw herself into Juna’s arms the moment their eyes meet. Then what happens to your precious, murdering plan against the Republic? You can’t move against Juna; Juna don’t dare bring Enothchild to you. Stalemate! No one wins!” 

Naressa pictured herself uncoiling from her meditative position and leaning her back against the wall at the head of her bed. There, she waited for Rune to start talking. Rune came to her after all. Still she was weary; the war was not over yet. Enothchild’s resurrection was a major loss to Rune. There was still that lingering danger Rune was exploiting, and there was enough time to use it to regain her advantages.
Rune smiled in amusement and took a look around what was essentially a walk in closet in a normal house. She saw the offered space on the bed and declined when she said, “Can I ask you, what is it like to give up?” She gestured around them. “You know, surrender to inferior beings, allow yourself to be powerless, letting others dictate your life, what is that like?”

Naressa looked around and decided to humor Rune. “It’s not all bad. But you know about surrender, don’t you? After all your definition of surrender is very broad: marriage, pregnancy, and raising a child. You ‘gave up’ to have those things, or at least you thought you wanted them. In context, this place is no different.”

Rune smirked to concede those points. She then said, “What is it like knowing that the Jedi are coming to kill you?”

To that, Naressa only said, “I’m not looking forward to it with glee. But what must be done will be done, especially when my surrender was what finally got my Gessa off her dead ass and motivated into action against you.”

“That’s funny; rarely does living entities surrender themselves so willingly to certain death.” Rune shook her head. “Come to Nal Hutta, earn your death like a Sith.”

“Any fight against you is not my destiny,” said Naressa casually, retrospectively. “I birthed and raised Juna; like your mother before you and I, I quietly step back as my part in destiny has been fulfilled. My involvement…only prolongs the inevitable.”

“Cowardice: even now I never thought it possible from someone bared from my loins.” Rune then quipped, “But you are your father’s daughter.”

Then the seriousness etched clearly on Rune’s face. For one brief moment, there were great amounts of motherly remorse from Faradi Nimh for her condemned daughter. Naressa felt it, and for that same moment she lost her smile, her smug attitude. 

Rune said, “Those Jedi Masters will kill you as soon as they get you away from the jail. You and I know that. It is not just supposition or suspicion. Your death warrant has been signed, and like the Sith that you are, your end is dictated by the end of their lightsabers. They are not going to let you live in some jail cell under the Jedi Temple.”

“I know,” conceded Naressa. She then chuckled, “But then again, Juna and Enothchild are coming here to save me. Maybe I skip the execution. Maybe us three, together, will go far, far away. There are numerous back water worlds out there in the galaxy, and there’s not enough Jedi to search them.”

Naressa leaned towards Rune. “See, we don’t need that vast fortune I amassed to live, we never have. Those intangibles were means of survival where those against us needed us. Well, thanks to you, those against us don’t need us anymore. Very well: they can have it. Let the lawsuits take everything. We won’t be there. We’ll be far, far away, never to be heard from again.

“But if Juna don’t get here in time, then I will hold my head up high as the Jedi escort me away from here. I’ll gladly hold my hair away from my neck if they feel it will interfere in the beheading. You see I have no problem dying if it protects my Gessa from the others, and my death will satisfy our enemies. At least, that is, our living enemies.”

Clearing her throat, Naressa shrugged off Faradi’s genuine loving concern. “Now you care?” She sniffed rudely and said, “Go to hell, go straight to hell, Mother! YOU brought this problem upon my head. If you really cared at all, you would have never done it.” In proper Sithian contempt, she said, “You came here to discuss a truce, let’s hear it! Bargain so you may something that passes for victory.”

Rune’s glare and temperament returned. “Very well.” Rune tightened her arms across her body in pure showing of power. Of course, Naressa was not impressed; she figured she did it because she hated to give in. Or at least Rune hated to pretend to give in.
“I will let you, Juna, Sarch, and whoever is on Naboo at this very moment live,” began Rune. “In return you will make certain that none of them will act in any way that looks like heroism. Not one finger will be raised to save the Republic. Not one hint, not one little peep of warning, not one of those at-the-very-last-minute-luck-would-have-it save the day stunts that group always pulls off. You will make certain of that, for I will hold you responsible for the deal.”

“What of Faith?” asked Naressa. “What of my Granddaughter?”

Rune made a face. “Ohhhhhh. Now that’s a sticky point in the negotiations.”

“I don’t see why.”

“Because I have given you more than you deserve and you know it.”

Naressa rubbed her chin as she contemplated what Rune had given her in response. Rune only kept a straight face, not giving one sign of bet hedging. The living Sith Maiden Matriarch felt something was terribly wrong.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

11 DAYS (CHAPTER 100.1)

Isolation was a prospect Faith never believed she would ever had felt. But being all alone in sorrow on Nal Hutta changed that fact. Her Papul was gone, vanished from her senses and banished from her heart. She had left him alone to fend for himself, and though she always felt he could never be defeated there was always that worry that she would never see him again. She still had that worry when he left her on Tatooine, and she was all alone now. The only love of her life had been taken away by the life she wished to love. Much of what was happening in the cosmos only upset her more.

The array was hers, but Faith was in a quandary on what to do. Her Mamul, the one she still hoped would realize the error of her ways, had murdered her Papul. Her Mamul had wished the male Enothchild Sarch back to life, brought back the man that created the rift between Faith’s parentage long before she was born. She could sense them close by, but Faith had the distinct impression they were not coming for her. Of course how could she even love her Mamul after what she had done!

Faith knew she was no longer alone.

From her on-all-fours position in the array control center, Faith looked up to find Darth Rune standing in front of the main door in full Sith warrior dress. Her natural pink face was stoic, frozen in neutral. Faith, on the other hand, could not help to sob. The sob she had inherited from her Mamul always frosted Rune, and in the deep recesses of her body she felt Rune’s unspoken, unrevealed disgust. Though Faith was not being monitored by sensors and organic visual scanners, the conversation was in reality within Faith’s head: in reality Faith remained on the steel floor, but this time she did not picture herself as a little girl, as Rune’s little Muffin morsel she could clearly bully around.

“[Where were you]!” demanded Faith, Vhinphyckian blood tears dribbling from her upset features.

Rune, with arms crossed, only said, “I’m busy.”

“[You lie!]” Faith was up on her feet in both mind and reality, and in mind she grabbed hold of Rune by her cloak folds, lifted her up very easily, and slammed her against the door. “[You always lie]!”

Rune’s eyes noticeably narrowed on that. “You believe yourself so cleaver?”

Faith knew what Rune was talking about, but she kept Rune off the ground. “[You made my Mother do it! You made her! You inside her! You made her]!”

“I make no one do anything!” Rune gestured about from her perch. “What did I tell you? What did I warn you about? What were my words to you, Muffin? What were my words!”

Faith’s powerful shoulders slowly sagged and she dropped her head in defeat. She lowered Rune done to her feet and continued to sob. Rune pulled Faith to her and consoled her with a hug. Rune needed to hug Faith because her wicked smile was so damn guilty.

“I told you, your mamul has been corrupted by the hope and repentance of the Jedi way,” soothed Rune. “Corrupted by her resurrected Jedi lover!”

Faith rose her head up and sneered out a growl. Anger was beginning to corrupt her reasoning; anger that was much greater than the anger she felt when Enothchild, Ros, and Casper collectively confronted Prophet on Tatooine. Her brown eyes were gone, replaced by eyes filled with hate and vengeance, flickering orbs of yellowish orange, a forest fire of flames.

Rune lost her smile before Faith looked at her. Faith was too focused on her rage to know what the Dark Spirit was doing. She said, “The two of them together will now take your papul’s legacy and make it their own, shape it into their image. It will appear to be peaceful, beautiful, and so right in the name of justice. But I know the Jedi well, Muffin. Your mamul is a co-conspirator in this farce, to this Jedi dream of peace and calm, this letting go of emotion! 

“Without emotion, no one will seek vengeance, there will be no trials or militaries; it will solely be a galaxy devoid of love, of passion! Mamuls will let their bundals die and grieve not! Papuls will not attach themselves to their bundals! Bundals will wander with no direction! There will be no such thing as allies!”

Rune pulled away from Rune and ‘stepped outside’. Faith followed her, stopping when Rune stopped and gestured towards the sky, towards the night time filled with some stars through the toxic clouds above. “The Jedi-Sith takeover has now begun! And worse the people will follow them, follow the leadership of Jedi Master Enothchild Sarch and the Lady Juna Angelleia! On the back of your Papul’s greatest work!”

Faith seethed with unthinking fury. She shook, and Nal Hutta shook with her. Her hands bled from her tightened, balled-up fists, and her mouth bled from her tightening teeth gouging out her mouth. None of the other rhetoric affected Faith; just the fact that Juna had given herself to Enothchild was more than enough to foam. Rune, however, was one always to remain consistent in her arguments, including prodding Faith with an electro-prod by suggesting Juna and Enothchild were going to take away Prophet’s great plan.

“You know what they are doing right now.” Rune started up again, but she was not asking a rhetorical question in regards to the loving couple on the Ruby Heirloom. She casually walked towards Faith; Faith was so furious she couldn’t move; in fact, she was as close to literally exploding.

Rune did dare to get close and whispered in Faith’s right ear, “You know what they are doing, don’t you. You sense it.” She waited a few moments, and then said what Faith was feeling from her Mamul. “They are celebrating the death of your Papul…over sex.” Faith’s breathing became very loud. “Nothing like a little pleasure before getting down to real business.”

Faith snapped herself around to face Rune. She roared out, “[BRING THEM TO ME! I WILL KILL THEM BOTH!!!!]”

Rune fought her smile away. “There is a way to bring them to Nal Hutta. I have learned of a way.”

“[SHOW! ME!]” Faith insistence could not have been more genuine as Force Lightening crackled across the Nal Hutta sky above her.

Darth Rune then said as a reminder, “The process…it’s no less messy than Prophet’s Plan. Understand, my Muffin morsel, that in order to bring these two killers to you, you must allow billions of innocent creatures to die. Lots of children, too, no one can be spared.” She preened, “The rod must strike all evenly.”
With no remorse, pity, or conscious, the Sith Maiden-Vhinech repeated again coldly, “[Show! Me!]”

Bowing, Rune gestured for Faith to go back into the control room of the array. Faith didn’t hesitate; she was in, leaving Rune outside, but no sooner did the door close was Rune now inside the control room. Rune pointed towards the command counsel of the array. Faith looked at it, and the levers that controlled the power to the array shifted from standby to power up start. Not long after, she shifted them to full power with her mind.

Faith then physically walked over to the computer terminal that controlled everything to the array. She looked at the keyboard; the keys tapped down by themselves, clacking away quickly as she authorized the array to link fully to the HoloNet, NavNet, and NavGet and hundreds of more systems. It took some time to finalize the linkage given the many terminals and vast distances the array had to cover even though it was in the initial link up/link down phase of operation.

“[There is not enough code to run the Legacy],” reminded Faith.

“I know,” said Rune, undeterred. “That is why we won’t be using it.”
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

11 DAYS (CHAPTER 100.2)

At the same time Rune directed Faith, Naressa rubbed her chin in thought after Darth Rune had essentially denied releasing Faith from the nightmare. She said, “You only needed her for her body and the Legacy Virus. She must be tired of you stepping into her role. And last I checked the virus wasn’t nearly reconstructed yet. Far from complete, but that don’t mean you don’t have more of it lying around somewhere.”

“We could have made a stop on Cato Neimoidia,” suggested Rune with a roll of her eyes. Seeing Naressa’s skeptical expression, she asked, “How would you know if we had or hadn’t?”

This was like many of the Sabacc situations Naressa had to face down so many times in her life as a businesswoman. Like any professional player of the famous card game, it was smart to know who was at the table before buying in; from there, strategy was devised, from the trading amounts of a business deal to whether or not she was going to cheat. Most of the time simple research sufficed, but to cheat meant having an edge the other side did not know about.

“I think you would have countered us with a pre-emptive strike,” said Naressa in an attempt to actually gauge her Mother’s knowledge even though the practice was that she knew everything Rune knew. For the Dark of her, she couldn’t understand the difficultly. “If you had the Legacy whole, that is? It would have taken you no time at all to reassemble all of it if you had all of it.”

Rune nodded once. “Ah.” She just threw up her hands and mused, “Well, you got me there, Girl. With you and Juna’s knowledge of computer programming passed to Faith she would, indeed, have it assembled, ready to shoot. Then again, I still have eleven days to get something together.” She sighed and chagrinned, “I hate computers. I actually hate all technology.” She looked around the jail cell and mused, “But you on the other hand, you were a slicer first before you were a librarian. Given where we come from, how in the smeck did you start out wanting to live in a loser’s dream?”

“Hobbies are methods of survival sometimes,” said Naressa without inkling as to where Rune was going with her tangent. “No different from galactic conquest.” Rune raised an eyebrow in amusement; Naressa was then reminded where she had gotten her single eyebrow raise facial gesture from and told herself, again, not to use it. “There’s a difference between the practices of something in thought as to actually carrying it out for real.”

“Ah, the old stand by that explains evil.” Rune shook her head in disgust. “You think about murdering someone, but you never do it.” She then mocked, “Are you suggesting…that it is the ‘thought’ that counts when it comes to evil?” She snorted with some laughter. “Please spare me the lecture on dated justification philosophies! The difference between you and I are very clear!”
“That point aside,” said Naressa, as if Rune’s rant had not happened, “you really don’t need Faith anymore.”

Rune chuckled just a little bit more. “You know what? You’re right, I don’t need her anymore. I really don’t. You can have her once Coruscant is a graveyard of the dead. Is it a deal?”

Naressa was always honest with herself: to protect Juna, she would say yes. 
There were so many positives to the deal, she had to admit that. Much of the Republic’s problems began in its center, from crime to public policy. Coruscant had long ago ceased to be the place of debated ideas; it was where ideas were exploited, corrupted, and when it looked pretty enough to the majority of the Senate, the idea was then imposed upon the populace as law. The surrounding political environment followed along regardless of their ideology, voting for something when in principal they were against it; the hypocrisy not really exposed even as the politician campaigns against it even after they voted for it. The people of Coruscant oblige and feed the monster for too many had too much in stake in their own selfish futures, starting with who authorized the paying of credits towards their government pension funds. When voting and outrage doesn’t appear to work, then usually anarchy was called for, and chaos was to reign.

With the positives came the negatives, the caveats to such great correction. A great many people that had absolutely nothing to do with Naressa, with Juna, with anyone involved in the conflict would die. People that just went along with everyone else because they were not allow to learn how to exist otherwise, and those who did were banished from ‘the herd’. People, Naressa felt personally, that would have endeared themselves to Juna’s leadership and principals. Juna never used the Force and never backed down from her stance on issues, but she was not above listening, not above compromise, and not above fighting. That was leadership, but a leadership none would ever see, or get a hint of, if Naressa agreed that Naboo and Naboo alone would be immune to Darth Rune’s strike. Naressa didn’t absolutely know for certain that the approximately twenty billion people on Coruscant deserved to die.

Naressa did know, from talking to Rune, that Coruscant was the target, that there was still time to set off the attack or stop it, and that Rune and Faith were going to execute the attack from Nal Hutta. The involvement of the Hutts made sense now; the Adamant Consortium’s project was in the hands of the Sith Maiden all confirmed. Much could happen in eleven days, such as Faith and Rune getting their hands on the entire Legacy code.

There were a couple of thoughts in her mind, so Naressa first asked, “How do I know you will keep your end of the bargain?” 
Rune smirked. “You would know. Am I not inside of you as I am inside of Juna and Faith?”

What Rune said was true, or at least it was supposed to be true. Fact of the matter was, at the moment, Naressa did not know what Rune was -- for lack of a better term because Rune was dead, a spirit -- thinking. The Dark Spirits were supposed to not hide anything from any living Sith Maiden. The Sith Maidens had firm control of them. If Rune were alive, Naressa would say that Rune was shielding her thoughts. This problem existed the last time they talked over a month ago, high above at the top of the Tower Maze behind Rapier Manor.
The other thought she was going to ask suddenly went from question to fact as certain realities became very clear. Naressa said, “Juna absorbed Prophet. She can….she can ascertain the Legacy Code in its entirety, develop the Cure from it.” 
The revelation was all the more chilling when Rune slowly smiled. 
Cautiously, Naressa continued. “The only way Prophet could have been stopped was by Stealing him.” Naressa eyeballed Rune carefully. “Prophet had hoped Faith could ascertain the Legacy from her genes. That failed….but that wasn’t relevant, not to you. That was not your goal this entire time.” She took note of Rune trying very hard not to bust out laughing; she dropped her head, straining to keep it all underneath. “No, your goal has always been about ruining me.”
Rune lifted her head up with a smile and just kept shaking her head for a few more seconds. “You’re only starting to get it. You are indeed your father’s daughter!” She shook her finger at Naressa in a motherly scolding way. “No real child of mind could be so stupid! Then again, you started out as a slicer, a mere data thief cruising the HoloNet, changing your profile, shielding your identity, enhancing, as you say, your chances of survival. You never really liked weapons, Naressa, that is why you joined the others for a while in fantasyland on a digital battlefield. Oh my dear, sweet Naressa.”

Rune stepped up her range of laughter. She saw her daughter as the greatest joke of all time. “You poor, sad little liberal.”

Naressa, in both mind and body, stood up on her own two feet, but it was a difficult time standing up. The shock was ebbing away as Rune continued her little run of revelation. Rune stopped laughing between breathes to say, “Did you forget all ready that this was not only about galactic conquest? I could care less what happens in the next eleven days or in the next eleven seconds to the galaxy; in the end, I will own it anyways. What’s important, what is so very important to me personally, is that YOU, Naressa, get blamed for what happens.”

Rune just plugged away at the reality. “Don’t the pieces just make sense now to you? All those little hints, little whispers in your ear. They all weren’t the Winds of the Force. And I remember those times I made baby Juna cry her little baby eyes out, afraid of the future, and how many times I kept telling you day in, day out to make her re-live that nightmare every time the Dark Side kept calling. That feeling in your heart that you sleep with Enothchild? That little tug to side yourself with Sidious last year and give him access to your slicer program? Then you never bothering to change it to lock him out because…”

“He couldn’t use it against us,” breathed Naressa out, finishing Rune’s sentence as a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach formed as new horrors tried to emerge, but because they weren’t so clear they made her panic. 
Rune mocked, “Chirp, chirp, chirp, said I the Conscious Cricket!”

Even though it was Darth Rune, there was a part of Naressa that just couldn’t believe what her Mother had done. “How could you? How could you do this?”

Rune chuckled, “How could I not do it!” She then grew angry and paced the tight space of the jail cell; she was so itching to kill Naressa, but could only gloat. “YOU denied me of my rightful destiny! YOU took away my ambition and desire! YOU made me weak! YOU, the parasite that leeched my drive, my ambitions, my goals, YOU that grew inside of me and took away my passions! YOU, the child I carried, the robber of my rightful future!” 

Rune stopped her less than in-control rant and asked, “Didn’t this sink in before with you a few months ago on Naboo? Why must my sole purpose as a Sith is ‘the revenge against the do-goody Republic and the cursed Jedi’? There are so many ways to rule this galaxy, and when the horrors that will soon pass are complete I will assume the mantels, take the thrones! But not before, not until, YOU, Naressa, are accused and cursed as the destroyer of the Republic!

“Succeeding in becoming the Dark Hope is just bonus, something to do, a ‘hobby’ if you will of survival! That doesn’t necessarily matter in the end, but since I really, really, really hate you and anything associated with you, I want to destroy it! It just so happen, luck would have it, that the Tragic Hero and your daughter is so buddy, buddy! Fine, I’ll take that advantage: I can’t pass it up!
“Galactic conquest is business, an asset I will happily play with, twirling it in my fingers. Revenge, as always, is personal! I prefer to act in the realm of vengeance. Revenge against you because I can’t kill the man who had killed me!”

Just the levity of it caused Naressa to shed a tear drop. “Papa killed you because you were evil.”

“And he thought that was the end of it? Oh hell no! I wasn’t going to let him get away with killing me! How dare he, a simple man, a powerless man, a man down to his last cent when I met him, take my life!!” Rune thumped her chest repeatedly. “I gave him purpose, I gave him life, I gave him a reason to succeed, I gave him his success! AND HE KILLS ME, ME THE HAND THAT RAISED HIM FROM THE DEPTHS OF OBSCURITY!” She kept her hand over her heart. “All he had to give me was a piece of himself, stand back, and allow his better to raise you properly! He would have known riches and prominence and have his pick of anyone if he couldn’t have me anymore! Instead he thanks me by taking you away from me, you foul little thing, and puts an end to his lottery ticket! He deserves hell for what he has done to me!”
“The guilt killed him!” Naressa had spoken that aloud, rousing everyone around her jail cell. Her bodyguards looked about in confusion as the constables began to act very nervous. She didn’t care. “He knew you were evil, but he could never understand!”
“Of course he did, he’s a man! He helped put YOU inside of me!” Rune just spat. “The limitlessness of his ignorance made my death that much more pathetic! And old age? PLEASE! I didn’t kill him! If I did, I would not be satisfied with that death! 
“And I wasn’t! No, I made it my mission in the afterlife to make sure you broke every single stinking promise you made to him! A little here, a little there, you get married, you have a kid, you get involved with the galaxy, and then here I come to turn it all against you! This has been about him and you and how the both of you view this galaxy from the very beginning! I want him to see you fail and fail and FAIL AND FAIL AND FAIL UNTIL HE CAN’T BARE TO WATCH!”

Yet in clear victory Rune still seethed. She calmed a bit and said, “I let you think it had always been about galactic conquest! You thought I was not so single minded, and such failure to recognize my selfishness has doomed you!”

“This truce talk is just to buy time!” shouted Naressa. “Your with Faith, too, aren’t you!”
“DUH! I’m a spirit: I’m not constrained by the limitations of living physicality!” Rune flubbed her lips in exasperation. “And when hasn’t a truce given one side or the other time to launch one, great assault? That’s why you agreed to listen, because any good strategist takes what is given to her! You would never agree to allow me to ruin Coruscant, even if I kept my word to not harm you and your precious friends! Now that you finally have grasped what this is really all about, it is about time I let you in on a secret! It’s not much, just a little, little secret.”

Suddenly, Naressa remembered her slicer program. Not just that the slicer program existed, but every little detail of it, and how it related to everything that had happened to date, and also the possibilities of how it could be used against the Republic! There were realities associated to the slicer program, such as the slicer program did not necessarily slice into data systems like slicers would normally do. The trick behind the slicer program was that the way to access areas Naressa wanted to was by hardware and software associated with the target provided by Rapier Technologies. What frightened Naressa was that Darth Rune had actually information she knew, and common sense and tactics, from her thinking processes! Darth Rune, a Dark Spirit, was not supposed to do that!

“H-HOW!” demanded Naressa.

“It’s amazing,” and then Rune rubbed the top of her head. On Naressa’s scalp, covered under all of her black hair, the scar from Darth Hades’ arrant blow tingled “what a little modification to the cradle of thought can do. I never anticipated it, but I’m glad it happened. You absorbed my death energies after I healed you; instead of just having me in your genes, you also had my whole, Force spirit in you. The others did not benefit from such a gain because they never gotten it. I took full advantage once I understood what I could do to manipulate you.

“The Daughters of the Dark Side did not endorse this endeavor once they realized that my real goal! When they saw me in Faith’s body, they knew I was going to violate the most sacred of ‘their’ trusts: the one between mother and child! I used your distrust against them to my full advantage, so they couldn’t warn you so long as you chose not to use them! They would have told you everything a long time ago, but both your arrogance and their arrogance worked against yourselves! They understand that I also mean to hurt them as well! Until I revealed my betrayal they helped me achieved so much, and I gladly accepted their invitation to be Juna’s successor as the Dark Hope! They were thrilled, until they realized too late it was always about hurting YOU!”
Naressa shook her head at Rune, but it was more towards herself. She had so badly fouled up. She knew Rune would use everything against her, but she never counted on Rune using herself directly to do it.

“Appropriate now that old argument,” said Rune, rehashing what was mentioned before. “You have thought of this evil, but I will be the one that carries it out. But I must ask who is the evil, me the doer, or the one that thought of it and provided the very means for me to carry it out?”

Rune took a look around again and pointed out, “No terminals.” Naressa snapped out of her shock as her thinking processes screamed faster than they had for a long time. “They must fear your noted technological expertise as head of Rapier Technologies. Just think if you had access to a terminal and an outside line maybe you can stop me.”

Naressa panicked and teleported out of the cell, leaving Rune ‘behind’. Appearing outside the cell, she was suddenly met by stunned Dantooine constables. They were swearing up a storm. They began to draw weapons. 
Once the initial panic passed, Naressa sized up the situation around her and unleashed a massive enough Force Push to flatten everyone, including her hired protection, down on the ground. The nearest terminal was the command post central kiosk; it was only a few yards away, but given the circumstances to Naressa it might as well been on the other side of the galaxy.

Running, Naressa proceeded to clear out the kiosk by using the Dark Side to harmlessly remove any living obstacles that could prevent her from accessing the terminal. Blaster fire, set to kill and understandably so, sizzled around her as recovering officers took aim on the Sith Maiden Matriarch. Eventually enough shots were fired to deter Naressa, slow her progress to the kiosk, and the lone remaining guard there did the smart thing and activated the security shutters. The blast door-like walls came down, surrounding the central command data center of the station.

The guard inside blew a sigh of relief, stepped back, and bumped into Naressa.

Before he could grab for his blaster, Naressa quickly kissed his cheek. The young male fainted and she caught him before he fell awkwardly and got hurt. She slowly lowered him to the deck and offered, “Sorry.” 

Naressa could sense the others outside wondering where she went, not realizing that she had teleported inside the shielded kiosk; they were still wondering how she got out of her jail cell. The illusion of her escape would not necessarily last, and even as she began working on the terminal that connected to the HoloNet the others outside began calling for the young man inside to lift the doors.

Naressa immediately called up the Galactic Republic Senate 45293482039202 access prompt via channels not associated with her usual methods of contact with the slicer program linked to her computer terminals….

Nothing.

She tried again…

Nothing.

She tried some other method: the i.e. VENT porch program. The user password prompt to GRS 45293482039202 appeared. She put in her password….

Access denied, and a second later the terminal she was on completely shut down.

Sweating terribly in dread she went to another terminal. She did everything again. She tried to backdoor the password prompt.

Access denied. Machine shut down.

Naressa nearly ‘ran’ into Darth Rune, but then she realized how stupid it was and just ran through the Dark Spirit. Rune only held her position as Naressa tried another terminal. She gloated, “Why would I need a computer virus that has a cure, when I can access the program that controls all of the Republic? Well, eighty-six percent of the Republic’s total technology anyways.”

No time to respond, Naressa continued to futility try to access her slicer program. Another machine went down as her mind raced on what to do. 

“Your husband’s influence is indeed in everything,” mocked Rune. “Including ninety-six percent of all federal systems. That’s enough to comprehensively cover all of those modern defense upgrades made to Coruscant under Rapier contracts in the past decade, but that’s just the edge of the cliff. I can only image what that figure is in essential, critical systems in the private sector.” She paused and playfully slapped her forehead. “That’s right, you do know. That’s how I’m getting my vital statistics.”

Naressa raced to the last computer terminal, she took her time even as the guards began banging on the blast doors to get their downed comrade to open the doors. Swimming in her head at a panicky pace was every little detail she knew about Rapier market share. Under her guidance after Bendian’s death, Rapier Technologies was practically everywhere, and in almost everything. Her only hope was to slice into the un-sliceable.

“You can’t reprogram the program from here,” reminded Rune as Naressa tried. “You wouldn’t want someone like Palpatine from the outside to shut you out now, would you?”

The last terminal shut down due to the slicer program’s defense mechanism. As it did, Naressa pictured in her mind the moment, all those months ago, when Faith went to her room to retrieve the fedarok cloak; her room, where her personal computer terminal was, the only place where the slicer program could be altered. Adding a new client and access code was one thing, but to completely change the backdoors and absolute command chain required direct access to the terminal, and last she remembered Naressa did not lower the terminal into its secured position prior to leaving to go after Juna. At the same time Faith under Rune’s direction got the cloak, they changed the program. The whole, entire time Rune was in control of the slicer program.

Rune only needed Dace Palpatine’s access to the slicer program to throw both Dace and Naressa off. Rune had Naressa’s code all along. The slicer program was created only a year after Naressa had married Bendian, and many years before Juna was born. The primary function of the slicer program was to gather intelligence, but in some deep recess of Naressa’s mind she played that ‘what if’ game, played it on a subliminal field with Darth Rune giving her direction. The knowledge of the code passed from Naressa to Juna, Juna to Faith….

Naressa looked at Rune with sheer anger. “No! Don’t! Don’t do it!”

Darth Rune only said, “I’m not doing anything! YOU ARE!”

At that moment, Naressa sent out a telepathic cry because there was nothing else she could do!

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

11 DAYS (CHAPTER 100.3)

Meanwhile on Nal Hutta, Darth Rune said to Faith once the array had completed its connection with the various hyperspace networks of the Republic, “Put in a search on SeekNet for dotslash gl slash Ilm.”

Faith used the Dark Side to key in the letters into the search. The screen went blank, and then the Rapier Manor logo appeared to indicate that GRS 45293482039202 was accessed. 
“Password is thx 1-1-3-8 comma McCallum 99 comma Williams 02 comma Burtt 05.”

Faith used her mind to click the keys. The screen showed the unique command prompt of the slicer program. She had only seen the slicer program a few times so she waited for Rune to tell her what to do next. Instead, Rune grabbed a hold of her right hand -- actually, the image of the action was in Faith’s mind, but Faith moved her right hand nonetheless. First, they activated the touch screen interface. Finally her middle finger was guided to the screen. Rune ran Faith’s middle finger clockwise in a small circle on the left side of the screen, center, and then she ran the finger counterclockwise about half the width of the screen in a circle. A new command prompt appeared from the action. On it, it asked a simple question and offered two answers:

Shut Down? Yes/No.

“We want ‘Yes’,” smiled Rune. Faith didn’t need Rune’s guiding hand. She gladly pressed her finger on the word ‘Yes’.

It then asked: Selective/All?

Rune flashed all her teeth. “All!” Faith did not need any more help.

The screen immediate switched to the mapping diagram of the galaxy; an infinite number, a quadrillion if not more, of white pin points. The pin points were not stars, systems, or planets. They were computers, data pads, data cards, data ports, data terminals, transceivers, transmitters, droids, automations, starships, flight ships, air taxis, water ferries, ground vehicles, land speeders, sensor arrays, medical devices, chromos, comlinks, plasma variant chambers, developer houses, slicer machines, homes, digital books, e-waves, blaster cannon turrets, planetary shields, energy hives, fire suppression systems, anti-grav units, life support systems, surgical suites, hyperdrive motivators, ray shield emitters, emergency reactor closing coils….

One by one, ‘the stars’ winked out like candles burning out their wicks…

From Faith’s immediate advantage point, from the Hutts point of view, nothing out of the ordinary was occurring. Nal Hutta had its own data/digital network and language script. More to the point, they did not have one piece of hardware or software or simple digital control party manufactured by Rapier Technologies or their subsidiaries.

The Trade Federation, the Techno Guild, the Banking Clans, and various other territorial industrialized organizations that were close to separated from the Republic, more or less with the Republic by declaration only, were only slightly affected. They had their own systems since they could afford to develop them, and having their own systems prevented their enemies from easily spying on them digitally. There conversion routers were a different story, the most telling affect of the Shut Down in the beginning. The conversion routers responsibilities were to transform their data into Republic-readable code going out and transform Republic data into data their software could handle coming in: there were no data streams coming towards them. There were absolutely no data streams anywhere in the Republic. For the first time in many centuries, the known and modern Republic was absolutely silent to them, was peaceful as if space flight and modern societies had not really existed.

The citizens of the Republic wished it was peaceful. Depending on circumstances, the Shut Down was annoying as hell or the very last thing anyone remembered just before dying. Simple constructs and systems not necessarily vital ceased to function. Importance for some of them were trivial, such as learning data pads at an Alderaan children’s school, and career ending such as a financier’s profiles being permanently erased without him knowing it. Computer terminals of many forms would simple go black. Droids totally switched off.

All throughout the Republic, anything with Rapier Technology in it ceased to function and purposely shut down anything it was attached to. It would never work again, as designed, until all was replaced or switched back on by its command source. For many, they did not have the time to replace anything. Those on life support machines quietly passed on as no emergency system kicked in as designed. Those on pain control machines were soon in great pain as their machines failed to work. Land speeders lost control, or lost power, or lost the ability to brake and would crash. 

It was when spacecraft fell out of the sky, crashing as their vessels partially or completely stopped working, their repulsorlifts failed, their reactors shut off, and the escape pods did not release in time, did the people in the Republic take the Shut Down more seriously. On Coruscant, it was called the Day the Sky Fell; some of the many craft that flew in the skies above the steel ground level of the city-planet dropped out of the sky, most falling many miles to their doom, many taking others that were still flying with them. Even if there were things without a scrape of Rapier Technologies in them, there was a mathematic good chance something else with Rapier Technologies in them would affect them.

It did not take long for the Shut Down of Rapier products to wash the entire galaxy in pure Darkness.

Faith watched the whole map become darker and darker on her screen. It reached a point when white moving dots were all that were left; ships in hyperspace with known Rapier components in them, ranging from private vessels to battleships. The Shut Down would eventually reach them. Hyperspace could not blanket them; eventually, all those ships needed a real time navigation update. 
In due course, the Shut Down would do interesting things to those ships traveling at such superfantastical speeds. The people on board were perhaps the lucky ones; if they were caught in hyperspace, then they would not live long enough to see themselves become bug squish as their acceleration compensators fail. Others may emerge from hyperspace, but at that moment they would receive the Shut Down signal whether they had an open channel or not, and it would be interesting if their ship, if they survived not being tore apart by the speed of their ships, could stop before it flew nose first into a planet.

Some few days out from Dantooine, the Jedi transport Kel’s Pride had abruptly dropped out of hyperspace on Mace Windu’s insistence; like the rest of the Jedi Masters on board heading towards Dantooine he too felt a growing disturbance in the Force that surrounded their ship. No sooner than they dropped out of light speed and came to a stop the Jedi felt Naressa’s clear warning. Then most of the ship went offline, and they were adrift in one of the most heavily traveled areas of the galaxy. They would not bare witness to the dangers of interstellar stalling.

Three hours out from Naboo, at the Royal Nubian States border that faced Tatooine, the Millennium Falcon dropped out of hyperspace in the heavy traffic corridor.

The stock light freighter dropped out of hyperspace when its emergency systems engaged, waking Dizzy from his pilot’s nap. He was awake immediately from his half-sleep and checking the systems. He stopped when the ship’s sensors told him that there had not been a timed bulletin from NavNet to cruise safely into the major traffic lanes from off the beaten charts. To save himself the hassle of a fighter escort, Dizzy had to travel like everyone else inbound to Naboo. Without the bulletin, there was no telling what Dizzy could accidentally fly into. All ships had the safety feature -- of course there were ways to bypass the safety system, all smugglers knew how. Dizzy could bypass it, but a wise pilot never just assumed the reason something happened was for no reason at all.

Instincts told Dizzy that something was wrong with NavNet before the Falcon told him that NavNet no longer existed. Diagnostics on the ship came back positive, all green. He checked for the HoloNet signal, and that was not there. He opened his communications system, and there wasn’t even the expected noise of squelch.

“What the smeck?” After some careful thought, Dizzy first panicked. “Smeck, the Virus!” He was close to closing off every data transceiver on board his ship until he realized something: if it was the Legacy Virus, he would have been dead way before then. He knew that the Virus could be downloaded into his ever broadcasting hyperspace beacon, which he turned on as soon as he left Tatooine and that was still broadcasting.

The mystery gained a quickened pulse when a shooting star emerged from hyperspace, nearly broadsided the Millennium Falcon, and exploded just off of port.

“Shit!” Dizzy let his large open wide, realizing that shooting stars did not have hyperdrive capability, nor did they have reactor breaches. His first thought was the ship was the Ruby Heirloom. “No! NO! WHAT HAPPENED!” Then he remembered that text doc he got shortly after he left Tatooine: Juna and Enothchild were on their way to Dantooine. The doomed ship was not the Heirloom, but that didn’t make what happened less significant.

The Falcon’s sensors warned him of other objects coming fast. Dizzy threw full power into the drives and moved the ship. One by one ships in different states of distress slowly emerged from hyperspace. Some floated on quietly, while others were burning from high velocity friction collisions with the micro-stellar matter. A very large vessel blew up while still in hyperspace; the explosion emerged from hyperspace, and the debris from the explosion stuck the unaware vessels with instant, catastrophic effect. Dizzy stopped gawking at that point; he punched it, navigating his way to the nearest safe haven, if there was one, from the well traveled space lane.

On Naboo, as on other worlds, the affects of the Shut Down were ranging. In Rapier Manor, all grew very quiet, and in the Grand Library the only light that was there came from the cathedral windows. Data pads went completely dark. Transmission hails ceased. Confusion immediately seeped in.

“What the hell?” Casper looked at Muriel. “This isn’t power failure?”

“In house network problem?” questioned Nowen. 

“The Virus!” Muriel looked around and nearly got a unanimous agreement. The only one who did not agree was Nach. “What if we are under a pinpoint attack?”

“I do not believe it is the Legacy,” said Nach. A few of the Rapier Manor staff began to enter the Grand Library with some concern on their faces. He looked at them and said, “Is all down in the home?”

“We’re not sure,” said one of the male aides. “Everything just shut off. No warning. We’ve tried the intercoms but nothing.”

Mathaniel exchanged a look with Destiny at first to get a confirmation, and then he said, “Everything is down.” He pointed at the table top, and to everyone else they weren’t sure what he was pointing at. It took some time, but finally they noted the light collection of dust on the table top. They saw some dust particles drifting down in the light that shined in. Finally, he said, “It’s not dust.”

“The MITES,” said Muriel. “But that can’t be, not with the magnet array.”

“I would confirm a Legacy attack with an outside source on this world,” suggested Nach. “However, I am for certain that this is not such an attack.” He then noted Casper sitting back down. The others noticed Mathaniel and Destiny looking a bit disturbed. Muriel felt something as well. “What is transpiring?”

“Much,” said Mathaniel with a far away look in his eyes. “We are not alone in this terror.” Destiny made a little whimper noise, and so her fellow Vhinech drew her to him. “There is much fear, and sudden silence.”

Muriel gripped her hands together when she thought she heard a familiar voice in her mind. She whispered, “Naressa?” And then an awful collection of thoughts about good people entered her mind. “NO! Juna! Enothchild!” She stood up and cried, “DIZZY!”

Far, far away, on Nal Hutta, Faith stood with her head back and eyes closed, drinking in the many shutters in the Dark Side of the Force that came from her actions. This was exactly what her Father wanted. Now, this was exactly what she wanted.

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

11 DAYS (CHAPTER 100.4)

Juna had never felt so warm in her life.

She found that much was true and much was not. It did not hurt. It felt really good on levels she never knew. It felt very strange and yet natural at the same time, expecting the end and not expecting how the end would feel. She was sure what energies of Magus Prophet hung around her spoiled some of the realities of sex, but she was certain that she experienced as close to an actual reality of the act of reproduction as she could get. She did have lapses in memory of the encounter, and she wasn’t sure why; for instance, she didn’t recall when she dismissed Magus Prophet from her perceptions, but he was not ‘around’. She couldn’t recall the last time she got a poke from having contact with Enothchild, that ‘look but no touchy’ shock in the Force. She was happy, though, that the poke did not return. She desired to spend the rest of the trip to Dantooine in absolute comfort. 

Juna rested quietly in Enothchild Sarch’s arms, his large body seemingly wrapped around her body; she was safe and very comfortable in the confines of the Vhinphyckian cocoon. Out of love and lust, out of affirmation and thrill, out of need and want, she would touch him more so than necessary. Her greatest hope was there were going to be more days and nights like this.

Enothchild’s eyes fluttered open when Juna became a little too frisky with her touching. She drew her hands back to her heart and she said, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I think you said it before once,” said Enothchild, shrugging it off, “about sleeping for too long lately.” As it was for him, by honed practice, he asked, “You okay?”

She knew what he was asking. Juna gave him her best smile. “I’m fine.” She put a hand against his scratchy face; his beard was coming in again, but the act was to assure him she was genuinely all right. He was still Enothchild, so self-conscious of the fact that he was a Vhinphyc; afraid that he would either not save the innocent, or accidentally hurt the innocent. “You will never hurt me, Enothchild.”

Enothchild felt so much better every time he heard the women in his personal life say that; they were all far smaller than he was, so he had to be so careful with them. Again, despite the evidence of his life as an example not to love, he could understand but never truly accept the Jedi Code prohibition on relationships of a romantic nature. This was one of the reasons for certain why he was not a member of the Jedi Order any longer.

His contemplations were shorted by Juna’s lingering caress on his left cheek, and her moving away yellow eyes. Enothchild grasped her hand before she could pull it away coyly, drawing her look into his eyes. He looked deep into the blacks of her eyes, and like Naressa before her no light shined in them. Like Naressa only having Juna reflecting back in her irises, Enothchild could see himself in Juna’s eyes. He looked past the marvel of the reflection because he could see her worry. The bruise she had left on his face last year had not gone away and it tingled with a knowing from her cool, inviting touch.

Enothchild assured her, “You will never hurt me, Juna.”

“But why won’t it go away?” Before the conversation became more involved, Juna heard very loud, distinct voices in her ears. Instinctively, she immediately paid attention to them. She suddenly said, “The Winds speak.”

Uncoiling his body and helping Juna up as he sat up, Enothchild took the sudden change of subject seriously based on her tightening posture. “Winds?”

Everything went dark!

“W-What happened?! Where’s the lights?!?” Even Juna’s Sith Maiden eyes did not work.

Meanwhile, Enothchild grabbed hold of Juna and took one worried look around; the lights on the ship were still on. He looked at her; her pupils were enormous, as if Juna was indeed in a dark room with no light sources. She then breathed out a very cold breath, cold enough to cause Enothchild to pull away when the foggy air touched his skin; it burned, and his more-than-warm skin frosted hard where the breath touched. Juna became momentarily still, and frost covered her whole body.

“JUNA!” Enothchild grabbed her, fighting the unexplained cold that was excruciating to the touch. Upon grabbing her, Juna’s whole body shattered like fragile glass, falling apart within Enothchild’s large grasp. It was like her body had been dipped in super cooled hydrogen…

The next moment Juna snapped out of it, and Enothchild realized that she was whole and all right. She took in panicky breaths as the Winds of the Force continued to blow by her ears, lift strands of her hair. Before Enothchild could even begin to ask, Juna said quickly, “Get dressed! We’re in trouble!”

Enothchild rolled off of one side of the bed. “What is-?” He stopped when he got to his feet and turned to talk to Juna; he really stopped because Juna finished zipping up her fresh pair of pants. In a blink of an eye, she was all ready fully clothed and heading out the door.

He just said to himself, “Step on it, you big dummy!”

Meanwhile, as Enothchild went to find the clothes he was supposed to find before Juna had interrupted his shower, Juna was tripping over herself getting her boots on after having slapped on her gun belt. She frowned a little on how slow Enothchild was moving; then again in her panic Juna never realized how fast she was going. She had to act quickly and had no time to explain the coming problem. Juna had what Naressa would call an omen; a seemingly physical manifestation that represented the near future rather than a simple vision the likes she was having before that featured Enothchild kissing Naressa while Mathaniel Jarvis and Casper Knightshade did battle with an unseen foe. Whereas Force Visions show what could happen, Force Omens tended to suggest that something would indeed happen. There was a difference in feeling as well to Juna; Visions never had the feeling of immediate danger attached to them.

Juna dropped in the chair and took the controls. Once she took them, she knew to drop out of hyperspace. Before hand she was not quite sure what the threat was, or what it had to do with what she had experienced. It was clear to her now: drop out of hyperspace or die in the freezing, dark vacuum of space.

No sooner did Juna shift the lever forward to revert the Ruby Heirloom back to real space the Shut Down struck the ship.

Enothchild had just finished putting on his new set of clothes when his weight meant absolutely nothing to the laws of velocity. He struck the front wall, and then the back wall of the room; in reality, he bounced off the walls. Even with his dexterity, the Vhinphyc was hurt seriously and unconscious; the room went dark before his eyes closed.

On the bridge Juna recovered from some very horrifying experiences that began with the failure of the acceleration compensator. The Spirit of Magus Prophet healed her very quickly, almost instantaneously, but she still tasted her blood and heard her spinal column reset and she saw her arms snap back in place at the elbow. Her head and face has also taken out the pilot controls; parts of her eyebrows were stuck in the crevices and groves.

The whole ship was without power, completely dark, not even emergency power. Juna felt Enothchild was alive, but she couldn’t worry about him while they were both still on board a crippled space ship. The ship was a complete mess inside and outside, pieces of it shattered off and parts of the corridor collapsing. Her fears began to grow; her ears popped with the telltale sign of compromised hull; her body slowly became weightless, her feet wanting to leave the deck; the air began to chill.  

Juna desperately played with every control and discovered nothing was going to work. It was a miracle -- and she did not short change that word -- that they had survived. She had surmised that the systems had slowly shut down, instead of abruptly shutting down, due to the Heirloom’s power plant and the way fuel was channeled into the annihilation capacitor of the main reactor; that, and before they failed both the auxiliary and emergency generators had came online upon the main reactor’s shut down.

The fears Juna had were never quelled once as she fought to stay in her ruined, buckled seat, trying desperately to figure out how to get the ruined ship functional again. Slowly, and no longer a surprise to her, Juna began to understand what exactly had happened; right down to the details, such as Faith and Faradi were behind what happened. She put the knowledge aside that she could not get the ship going as her understandings as a pilot came into play and the Ruby Heirloom continuously groaned. Even if the ship had power the laws of physics had ruined it and made it unable to fly.

They continued to cruise space, however, like a comet but at a high rate of sublight speed; just a piece of metal moving through the vast ocean of cosmos. Due to the Heirloom’s abrupt exit of hyperspace, followed by the reactor shutdown, the ship never had a chance to ‘brake’, to slow down, to decelerate. Even Juna had to admit to the occasional ignorance people had when it came to modern space travel. 

For so long people took spaceflight for simple granted, forgetting what makes such spaceflight possible and disguise the fact that they were really on a spacecraft. Aside from propulsion, the reactor generators powered so much more and more times than believed most of the power was for such ‘secondary’ purposes. There was a combination of systems and subsystems that worked in concert that made such super fast spaceflight possible.

Gravity was artificial and created by various form of magnetism through generators, working in concert with the accelerator compensators that prevented people from being thrown through the ship when the jump to light speed was achieved. Without the gravitation systems working in concert with the propulsion system surviving even low sublight travel was not remotely possible for both people and ship. In the indiscriminate world of physics metals bent and broke just as skin and bone; vibration from the speeds that starships traveled in real space alone could shatter solid titanium reinforced alloy like fragile drinking glass.

Space also was not an absolute vacuum of nothingness, and the hazards of space were not always the size of moons. In the old days of spaceflight, even before sublight travel, it was discovered that even a grain of space dust could put a meter wide and deep hole in the toughest and thickest of hull metals at high Mach speeds. From these problems came the solution; the energy deflector shield. The first deflector shields were simply for deflecting particles in the interstellar medium of the galaxy; their evolution, of course, grew out of necessity; the faster ships went, the stronger the shields became; it was more cost effective than building a bulky ship that could never guarantee the protection needed to traverse the interstellar medium. Particle shields, or precisely the particle parts-per-nano high speed deflection device, kept the minutest of unseen solid matter electromagnetically away and out of a ship’s interstellar path.

The protections that many take for granted were no longer in place. The crippled and wrecked Ruby Heirloom flew on out of control. At any moment a simple speck of dust could potentially rip through the hull and destroy the ship.

Juna turned away from the useless controls, gritted her teeth, and working her arms and legs against the walls of the cockpit she floated towards the back of the ship, into the pure darkness that only her eyes could penetrate. The ship could not be saved and staying on it was a death sentence. She thought of the escape pods, and she told herself that the outer hull doors holding the escape pods would open manually. She also convinced herself that the escape pods would still work; if not, she and Enothchild were royally screwed.

Reaching the back corridor to the rooms, Juna yelped and looked at her arm. A thin, visible cut formed across her forearm just as she stopped herself at the corridor edge. The cut healed immediately. Above her right hand resting part of the wall caved in and the center of the nearly perfect, round crater smoldered and burned. Her ears popped again. The ship was under cosmic particle bombardment, and the particles were penetrating everything faster than her sharp Sith Maiden senses could pick them up.

Insight stuck Juna; she focused her presence about her, and a Force Shield was created around her. Particles stuck it, many more than she could ever imagine; tiny little flashes sparked where they made contact and failed to penetrate; she felt every particle that struck the Force Shield, and though so tiny there were many and in her mind there was no difference between them or an atomic explosion. Eventually the Force Shield would fail at its current energy output. She reached down deep to reinforce the shield, and then she propelled herself through the wreckage in the corridor.

Enothchild slowly came to and struggled to get up, surrounded in a lightless environment. It did not take him long to understand what was wrong, and at first he did not understand the sudden, sharp pains and tiny wounds that would suddenly appear throughout his body. Floating about and using the Force to guide him around the room, he began to make some conclusion. He did his best to fell his way to the door, but unlike Juna he never had zero gravity training; it was not as easy as one thought it was to float where gravity did not exist.

“Juna!” shouted Enothchild, and finally he felt her coming. “Juna!”

“I’m coming!” Juna’s shout pierced the ship and debris before her. Juna could have push the debris away, but she had no time to consider whether a brace or strut or a pile of damage was keeping the ship intact. She navigated it all with rushed care, twisting her body, careful where she placed a hand. “I’m coming, Enothchild, hold on!”

Enothchild reached the closed door and examined it with his senses, ready to break it down with a good punch. The awkwardness of free floating changed his mind, plus he was not sure what the closed doors were holding together. He probed his part of the ship deeper; difficult when he felt a particle of space matter punch through even his tough hide, left to right. He determined that it was safe, and with the Force he opened the sliding door.

Though nothing happened at Enothchild’s end, Juna was unexpectedly pushed by the change of air pressure. She nearly released her Force Shields as she tore through the anchored and floating debris. Part the ceiling crashed behind her, the ship groaned louder, and she stopped floating out of control when the ship crumpled inward.

“You all right,” asked Enothchild after everything went to hell.

“I will be once I get my foot planted in your big, fat butt!” yelled Juna. The collapse had opened the rest of the way for her to their room. The bad news was that the escape pods were back the other way, and the latest collapse unlocked a bulkhead. The bulkhead sealed off the living quarters from the rest of the ship.

Juna lowered her Force Shield and landed in Enothchild’s awaiting arms. Enothchild grabbed hold of the doorway before the momentum of the act threw them back inside. She raised the Force Shield to surround them both, startling Enothchild when the field sparked with many particle impacts.

“Ship’s had it!” Juna looked about and said, “Hold on!”

A Darkness covered them both, and when it lifted to their eyes nothing had changed. Juna then could see everything with her Sith Maiden eyes, and Enothchild could ‘see’ with his mind through his senses. They were in the cramped corridor where six small escape pods rested. They bobbled in the gloom.

“What is it?” asked Enothchild, feeling her stiffen.

Juna had kept the Force Shield during the teleportation trip; that act drained her enough to not unleash the full use of her senses. On reflex, she put everything into her Force Shield just before they had arrived; the shield was under a significant attack that could only be one thing. “The hull’s been compromised badly here! There’s no atmosphere! We might not have any escape pods to go to!”

Grimly, Enothchild said, “If so, then our death will be nanosecondly quick.” 

That meant if Juna’s shield failed or let go, the coldness of space would instantly kill them. It was remarkable that with the Force Juna was able to keep space at bay for any length of time, even entrapping what atmosphere within the shield, but like their lives it was finite. Actually, such ability to do it reaffirmed his belief in the Force that the impossible could be achieved, even if it was done by the powerful Sith Maiden he hugged from behind.

That was why he believed they were going to survive this. He said, “Quickly!”

Juna and Enothchild both kicked up and moved down the corridor. She glanced down one side of escape pod banks. She yelled, “STOP!” when her powerful eyes penetrated the closed door they passed and showed an intact escape pod. Enothchild used his powerful arms to catch an edge above them. “That one!”

The ship, constantly shuddering, began to really shudder.

“HURRY!” The Force Shield began to buckle. Juna drew more on her Prophet reserves, but even the power of Prophet could not defeat outer space.

Enothchild focused and the outer doors to the escape pod opened. He pulled Juna tight to his body, used his free arm to manipulate their body positioning, and shot for the opening. Immediately they got stuck even though there was just enough room for the both of them to squeeze through. 

“Oh no, the Shield,” Juna strained out as Enothchild pushed them back out. It did not occur to Juna until that moment how solid her Force Shield really was. The attempt to enter the escape pod with the Shield up put a strain on her when they struck the hatch opening. The Shield felt tighter around them. The entrapped air inside was about used up. The chill of space began to enter and freeze them. But in order to enter through the hatch, Juna had to drop the Shield.

“Hold it!” Picking up on the problem, Enothchild focused and closed the hatch to the escape pod. Before Juna could say anything, he said, “Teleport us in!”

Juna almost did, but then she hesitated. “But there’s no air in there now if there was any air to begin with! And we don’t know if we can escape-!”

The debate was over when the terrifying sound of metal ripping roared all around them, and it got loud, and grew closer. Juna and Enothchild teleported, just as the corridor around them tore open…

Inside the escape pod Juna fought to focus all of her energies to surrounding the escape pod with the Shield. The pod was intact but as she feared there was no air to breathe and to both her and Enothchild’s horror there was no indication that the pod was operational. Still, Juna fought to get her energies around the pod despite the futility of the action based on the current realities they were in. The Ruby Heirloom had decompressed, and at the high speed it was going its own weight had increased too much for the ship’s frame to hold integrity. Once the last of the acceleration compensator energy that existed in the system was used up, the ship ripped apart. The section containing the escape pods was saved by the ripping apart process as it separated itself from the rest of the frame; an explosion from the reactor, if it was still active, would have doomed June and Enothchild almost immediately. However, the couple was not out of trouble yet.

The ship’s debris continued in one erratic and chaotic direction, including the escape pod section. Pieces of the ship, large and small, collided with one another, affecting their velocity, direction, and orientation, spinning pieces dangerously all around. A game of marbles the action could be likened to, but not as fun to experience on such a wide, large, and dangerous scale.

The escape pod section was struck several times and spun end over end. Juna and Enothchild did their best to secure themselves during the tumbling; difficult to do when they still couldn’t breathe. Pieces of the section and the other escape pods were quickly destroyed; the section was whittled down to their escape pod. Their launch coil assembly, which the pod rested in, began drifting back towards the large, tumbling remains of the Ruby Heirloom.

Enothchild forced himself to the controls up front and desperately tried to activate the escape pod for manual ignition. His vision got blurry and spotted, his lungs starving for air, so it took him several times to fruitlessly push the same sequence of buttons to finally figure out that they were not launching. Without air, he could not speak out his frustration. His next thought was to find the explosive package that would unleash them in free flight, but his mind wavered…

Juna finally lost concentration on the Force Shield that had saved them in the initial break up of the ship. Gasping, she urged herself to take up Enothchild’s cause when the Vhinphyc finally turned blue and slumped against the side of the pod. Her skin turned gray with the lack of oxygen. The Dark Side was more or less an afterthought.

But Juna pushed herself again, reached deep down, and concentrated on the reaction control thrusters on the pod itself. Without power to them they were useless, and she did know even if she could get power to operate them. She had to do something to buy them more time and escape the feeling of immediate death was nearly upon them. She focused on the aft nozzle valves where the compressed gases were held back and forced them open. The whole assembly buckled and altered direction, heading straight away from death as the largest chunk of Heirloom debris nearly got them!

The RCS gasses spent, they drifted enough away from the most dangerous of debris but continued to head in the same general direction. It bought the couple a little more time. Most of the time was wasted on the two trying to think and act on their thoughts. Both Juna and Enothchild, starving for breath, believed in one last hope. Both felt the escape pod was still operationally, but until its continuum service switch was disconnected from the rest of the launch frame assembly it would not operate on its own embedded survival systems. It did not matter that the assembly was separated from the ship; it was the escape pod’s own design that negated the escape pod’s operation; a safety feature that assumed a ship was still operating under emergency power.

Juna’s hands found an emergency manual release lever crank. She took off the lock and with an ounce of her own strength she began to crank it up and down. It was a ratcheting system that pushed the grip cleats holding the pod inside the launch assembly. By design for safety reasons, it took many, multiple cranks in order to release the pod. There were two crank levers in all.

Enothchild had a much harder time get his unlocked; tearing the lock off was not an option, it was hooked in as part of the crank. Finally he got it loose and cranked the lever. It was a struggle even for him; no air gave him any oxygenated blood in his massive arms, sapping his great strength. The Force was no longer an option; none of them had enough to focus. Their efforts consciously made them black out, but for several more seconds they continued to crank.

Crank….

Crank….

Crank……

Crank……..

Crank………….

Crank……………

Crank…………………….

Crank………………………………

Crank………………………………….

Juna collapsed, wide eyed……………………..

The escape pod broke loose from the assembly, and once it did its main power plant came online. Its escape engines fired and sent them tumbling away, silently saying goodbye to the remains of the Ruby Heirloom. 

