14 DAYS (CHAPTER 83.0)
The landscape was not as blurry as before, as it was days before when Juna had this vision. It was not so much the blackness of the night but the presence of Darkness that covered the bleak world in threatening, inescapable shadows. The primary landscape was a barren wasteland of durasteel and refined quasidrum, octagonal-packed spaced out evenly in every direction at five meter centered, that was used for hyperspace-related energy tasks. There was barely an existence of outer walls, and the red heavens above were the only ceiling. There was more to the structure, but it was irrelevant in terms of what is usually known about structures. What was clear about the vision was that it was not on Tatooine. The vision had feel to it, and it felt too cold of an environment. There was only one star, heavy and hidden in the sky.
The loud, stereoscopic sound of a lightsaber cutting air thundered from the darkest reaches of the scene. The blue blade appeared first, its owner Casper Knightshade holding it. He raced across the surface and struck the red lightsaber owned by a diffused smudge of black clouds. The clouds like the clouds of the sky, like a violent storm featuring a tornado, did not remain still. It moved and billowed and attacked Casper’s advance. The Padawan Jedi had great trouble with the Storm; he could not compete, and his face bore that. His attack was meant to save someone; someone that had attacked the Storm before hand. That unknown attacker was still a blur, covered in shadow a distance away. The attacker had not sided with the Dark Side; the attacker was a variable that was not known to Juna yet, just as the Storm was not clearly defined.
The scene blurred as the focus was trained on Enothchild Sarch rushing towards Naressa Rapier. They came together as before. When Enothchild spoke to Naressa he was not whispering; though his face was calm it appeared that he was speaking in a raised voice, yet to Juna’s perceptions the volume was set to mumble. What he told Naressa never changed, and her reaction to it never changed; she did not believe in what he told her; she refused to do what had to be done. She could only bury her face into his chest in a miserable attempt at preventing what had to be done.
Enothchild calmly lifted her head up with his hand and said, with a voice that was benevolent and loud enough to hear, “I love you, nearest and dearest of my heart. Remember, we shall meet again.”

It defeated Naressa’s resolve. She stretched up and kissed Enothchild….

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

The insistent beeping drove Juna to the breaking point. She unleashed an expanding bubble of Force energy that was a measure of her anger. The black energy knocked every single data pad, portable terminal, data cards, data documents, hard documents and books that had surrounded her in the north corner on the forth floor of the Grand Library. The workload, stacks of hours of midnight oil burning progress that was not necessarily ‘fair progress’, scattered like feathers in the wind; not necessarily flying across a room that could consume a considerable amount of Theed city blocks.
It took Juna a few moments to understand where she was and what she was doing, or at least had been doing, before. The repetitive beeping kept bugging her. She stretched out her hand, and the data pad which was the source of the sound arrived in her hand from the floor. The data pad was connected to the Rapier Manor Security System, alerting to those interested that an unauthorized transmission was being attempted. The source of the transmission and its related particulars were identified. First, the transmission was not from the Rapier Manor Communication System; no vocal, screen, or holographic unit was being used. Secondly the source of the transmission was a comlink not registered with the computer. Thirdly the transmission was in short wave, low definition mode which was suited for homing beacons and not in the standard vocal form used for comlink transmissions. Lastly, the transmission was emanating from the Medical Ward. 

Once the last was known, Juna pictured an awakened and confused Casper in her mind. He was activating his signal; a tracking signal the Jedi routinely used when the Force was not enough for them to keep tabs on one another. Comlinks by themselves did not have enough power to transmit full voice broadcast, but they could emit ancient static pulses that even the best electronic jamming shielding could not detect let alone stop it; the Republic’s many transceivers with transmission boosters could the pulses up. Such a thing was an example on how far technology had advanced so much that it overlooks the still very usable and sometimes more reliable ways and means it was supposed to totally replace. The Jedi were very wise to this, knowing well that potential foes overlooked such oversights.

Juna knew of this as well as anyone, but it was her Mother that corrected such oversights for Rapier Manor purposes. After Naressa assumed control of Rapier Manor after marrying Bendian and he had to go back to Coruscant she had spent considerable amounts of currency and resources to improve the mansion’s security; after the attack by Jurivicious Pern and Magus Prophet, Naressa spent even more. She did not overlook anything, including electronic source transmissions. Tag lines were installed in the masonry and the windows were fitted with microfilaments to soundproof the home and reflect outside energy sources; easy to do since the Manor was actually built with layers. The setup made certain to pick up internal broadcast sources that did not run through Rapier-owned systems, even ancient-style amplitude modulation distress calls. Still, there was no guarantee that though it could be detected it could not be completely stopped by the shielding. The best anyone could do was jam the source and then shut it down. Juna keyed in the command, and the transmission was jammed; not before it transmitted for half-a-minute.

“Damn it, Muriel, Dizzy, you’re suppose to be on top of it,” mumbled Juna in contempt of her friends. They were the ones that were worried about her and therefore the two of them were connected to the Manor’s security system at all times. Juna knew this long before Juna herself tied into the system. Of course the Arnes’ reasons were to monitor her, watched where she was and what she was doing; importantly of all watch to see if she was going to do, or was doing, something she was not suppose to do like kill the hired help. 
Juna’s reason for tying into the security system was an attempt at slicing into their data pads to unlock her armor. She did not want to be imprisoned in such a confined space, especially when she felt it was not their right to imprison her. They were little people not looking out for her best interest; little people should not be telling far greater people what to do and how to behave; a greater power such as herself. The animus of the point was fundamentally clear to the Sith Maiden. She did not know of any example of a dirt poor street entity owning or running a business and paying high wages to scores of employees. She never heard the one about Naboo’s own Bravo Squadron fighters voting to tell the head of the squad what to do in an intense combat situation. As Queen of Naboo she had a responsibility to the people but never, ever, did she had to constantly kowtow to them on every single issue even when it was not necessarily an important matter that needed decisive decision making. Curse those who have given her great power and now want her to not use it!
Sighing, Juna tossed the security data pad on the work desk and mumbled in defeat, “Curse them all.” She was tired of being so weak, also was she tired of being awake and tired of thinking, and tired of thinking so less of her friends and the friendship she had with them. She was tired of being angry, but her anger did not want rest; it wanted release. Though she had accomplished much in the dark of night it did nothing to ease any of her antagonism. She was tired of the little things that poked at her spirit; it was like some elusive idiot wanting spirited attention by poking a rabid gundark with an eating utensil -- it was doing it again, poking she, Juna, the gundark.
“Stop it,” she seethed through her clenched teeth. She began to physically gather up the mess she had created overnight and had just scattered as a means to avoid the prodding and her anger. As the sunlight dribbled across the land the wind shifted from mute to breeze. Though inside and not even close to the windows Juna heard faint, distant voices mumbling from outside; growing as loud as a whisper from a hand-covered mouth when the breeze blew strong.
“Stop it!” Upon Juna’s empowered voice the noise in her ears went away. The poking and prodding minimized but did not completely go away. There was…in her perceptions…faint oddities in her field of view; barely visible patterns, moving in space; strange shadow patterns; it appeared objects had moved. In the case of nearby corner statue, the simple visual of a unknown old scholar, it appeared it had turned its head more towards her to observe what she was doing. When Juna looked at, its head snapped back to its permanent position like the rest of them that bordered the upper tier equal-distantly. She then realized, barely out of her notice, the other statues on her floor snapping back into place as well.

For whatever reason, and it did not seem ludicrous to her, Juna sneered, “What are you all looking at?” When they did not respond, and when all of the Dark Side stopped picking on her, she asked plainly, “Haven’t you seen someone loose their mind before?” By this time she truly thought she was insane if not just exhausted from working all night. She elaborated on the thought some more, thinking about all the madness, the horror, and the tears that occurred in her life. She reflected, “Perhaps it has all caught up with me.”
Juna had completed stacking data cards when she heard sarcastic, methodical clapping from far below, just inside the front entrance of the library. The clapping echoed in her mind first, then her ears, and seemingly it echoed throughout the library; the sound carrying as it should at the appropriate volume level. It was as if someone was there, but Juna knew the person in question was only there in spirit. She felt him, and knew him, only a mere moment after he had started clapping. She walked over to the railing and looked towards the doors.
Jurivicious Pern stopped clapping. Clad in his Savior white with hood up, just as he did when she first met him on Vhanba, he smugly said, “The only thing that catches up with you, or anyone, is destiny.”
No fear entered Juna’s mind and heart, and it wouldn’t have if Pern was still alive. It was not because Magus Prophet had replaced the fallen Jedi in terms of frightful antagonist, nor was it that she had forgotten what he had done to her on Vhanba. Ever since she had confronted him on Alderaan with Enothchild by her side, Juna had never feared Pern again beyond him being a threat. She was not surprised to see him, as if spirits of the dead visiting her had always been a natural, every second occurrence. His appearance appealed to her curiosity, motivated her to the heavy stair case that turned towards itself after a few dozen steps.
Juna stopped on the first landing of the stairwell and noted Pern was still there. She said, “You would know something about destiny catching up with you, wouldn’t you?” She could sense where he was coming from, from the floor he stood right over. “How’s the view?”

Pern only smiled like he always did, like everything else around him was a joke. After having faced him herself, and after having seen images of the former Padawan Learner of Nadja Moranna, Juna had wondered if anyone could have predicted what such a smile would bring. A friendly, warm, peaceful smile that graced the world of Vhanba when it’s owner achieved his goal of causing the extinction of the Vhinphyc race; the kind smile of Pern that returned to Evramora where he had once been a hero to oversee his trained Vhinech pillaging and purging of innocent Nubians.
“Secular,” mused Pern. “As my master used to say ‘stand still, be quiet, and you’ll enjoy the circus all around you. Remember: the circus always has clowns’.”
Juna frowned at that. There was no way Nadja would have ever condone what Pern did, especially if he used her measures of controversial reasoning. It was terrible of him to quote Nadja, as if he truly ever cared about her and her teachings after he fell. She was mad at him, mad for bringing up such things; mad at him because to no surprise to her she agreed with him! Mad at Pern because when Juna thought of Nadja she wanted to defend the hero she had never met, and at the same time thinking about her, defending her, made the Sith Maiden sick to her stomach. The same feelings she had thinking of confronting Master Yoda coursed through her when touching the subject of Nadja Moranna.
“What do you want, Pern?” asked Juna.

Pern shrugged his shoulders. “Gloat.”

Juna descended down the stairs; her back momentarily facing Pern, she could not see him. “That’s it? Gloat.”

“Well haunt is such a clichéd term. I mean come on, do ghost really haunt? To what extent is haunting? To scare someone? To let someone know you exist in a different form? Now on that reason, I think the ghost is just playing up their position. Hence, he or she is gloating.” reasoned Pern with a chuckle. 
Juna reached the second floor landing, and upon seeing him she noted that his appearance had changed. Gone was a healthy Pern; in his place was a burnt up, bludgeoned, and bloodied spirit; even where there was no damage Pern’s robe was not white as it should have been. He smiled and his disfigured face literally cracked. He continued. “Gloating that they’re immortal: They do not know pain or the dangers of pleasure any longer. A ghost just sits back, watches the turmoil of life play out for their enjoyment, and every once in a while they come out and go boo when such lives are just dull and boring.”
“So my life’s boring to you,” shot Juna, unaffected by Pern’s new appearance. She was not because something told her, from somewhere, that it was better to view the truth up close than to view a lie from afar. She knew that the closer she got to Pern, the more of the truth would be revealed. “Or do you miss the pleasure of causing people unnecessary pain?”

Pern scoffed, “I could dance circles around you on the philosophy of unnecessary pain. I had offered to show you a better way, you know. First time we met, I told what you could have. Did I not say I could offer you so much better: the Force for you to control; the galaxy for you to own?” He gestured towards her. “A life far better than the one you were living? That you are living now?”
“At the expense of my freedom, to serve you,” mocked Juna back. “I’m no Vhinech, Pern, I didn’t buy what you were selling then. I won’t now.”

“But think of all the trouble in your life that you would have avoided if you had back then,” stressed Pern. “What I offered was a far smoother, easier transition into Darkness.”
“What you wanted,” interrupted Juna, “was a much more powerful weapon for a war against the Republic, one that you could have complete control over. You knew when Magus Prophet reached a zenith of his power to where he could look down at you, you wouldn’t be able to control him.” She smirked. “What made you think that when I achieved my own zenith that you could still control me?”
“Our offspring, after which upon giving birth to them I would kill you in your weakened condition,” said Pern with a carefree, certain grin. “But the point of this gloat, kiddo, isn’t what I was going to do with you, but what I offered to do for you.” 
Little by little his smile would disappear as Pern spoke. “Maybe I wouldn’t have attacked Evramora. I know I wouldn’t have to have come here to get you. Think about that: you could have spared your Bendian Rapier’s life if you would have only taken my hand on Alderaan.”

Juna’s anger boiled over. “SHUT UP!” The chairs around the reading table on the ground floor moved away from the stairs a few feet. The closed doors rattled. Pern physically struggled to remain standing, teetering back, stumbling on his heels, his solid form fading for a moment. “I AM NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR MY FATHER’S DEATH!”
Pern shot back, “A Jedi is responsible for their actions in the Force: a Sith like yourself is no different!”
“I’m not-.”

There was a long silence after Juna had stopped herself. Pern raised what was left of his eyebrows. “You’re not what, Juna? Hmm? You’re not what: a Sith: a Jedi: responsible for Bendian’s death?” He scoffed, “Talk about the Sithspawn calling the Dark Side black. You are, beyond all doubt, the very definition of a forlorn fool of foolery.”
Resolve found in order to not answer any of the short answer questions, Juna stomped down the stairs. “I’m going to deal with you, demon, deal with you once and for all! I don’t know how but I will find a way! I will always find a way! There is no soul that can escape me! Not my wraith! I know it! You better hide, Pern! You hear me you gloating son of a gundark! Pern!”
Like the previous landings the stairs turned away from the door. She reached the floor level and her view of the doors were blocked by rows of bookshelves. Juna stormed down one of the rows. “PERN!” Her shout shook the bookshelves; her anger began to blind her common sense. “PERN, YOU WILL ANSWER TO ME OR SO HELP YOU…” She didn’t know how, or even why, but Juna felt she could make the dead man’s existence even worse -- deep inside of her, hidden in the Dark of the Dark, there was a way.
Juna reached the end of the row and looked towards the doors. She stopped when she realized much had changed. The doors were open. Where Pern once stood in spirit now stood a frowning Nach in real life. His eyes fell on her and immediately two things happened: he squinted his eyes in disapproval, and Juna felt six inches tall. She wouldn’t put up with such unspoken scolding, but even in her enraged and Dark state Juna realized once again that she did not leave much to be desired. She was not giving him any good impression of herself, and one more example just made the Vhinphyc distrust her even more.
“Do you often curse the books so venomously when they do not answer you?” asked Nach.

There was no sarcasm from Nach; clearly he thought Juna was absolutely crazy. All Juna could do was make some attempt at quelling Nach’s doubts. She tried humor. “Well sometimes, when they’re really naughty, I hold them over a fire.” 
He frowned even more and she knew she had blundered big time. Bringing up fire after what happened last night in the Brandy Lounge was akin to telling a knifing victim about the time one was only figuratively ‘stabbed in the back’.
Juna chuckled; Nach only seethed. She felt very awkward, so therefore she asked, “Did you woo my friend to your side?”
“If I have translated your speaking,” eyed Nach, “I do not woo. Women committed to others do not petition me.” He crossed his massive arms across his even more massive chest. “Your accusation that I used my beloved Anka-Dee for insidious affairs offends me.” He then milled about, and he noticeably shivered when he walked past the terminal point of where Jurivicious Pern rested. 

Juna watched the Vhinphyc give the spot a pausing look, and then he chose his words carefully. “But,” he frowned on the word ‘but’ -- Juna knew like all Vhinphycs not named Enothchild ‘but’ was not word in Nach’s choppy Basic speaking, “having spoken to Muriel…” he struggled not to say Muriel’s full name “I comprehend where you are starting from.”
“Well welcome to my home, Nach,” said Juna mockingly. She couldn’t help it; Nach was just too damn smart and had to know people would be suspicious of him. “So nice of you to have finally, finally arrived.”
Nach glared at Juna. “I am trying to comprehend you, and compromise with you. Why will you not?”

“Because I’m in the terrible position here, not you,” said Juna in a charged tone. She realized she was getting a little too ahead of herself, and her anger was not helping; it dripped on every word, making her sound bitter in calm tones. No one, not even her fellow gender, could put up with such shrillness. She raised her hands up, closed her eyes, and said, “You need my help. I need your help. Let’s just pretend we’re long lost friends and we have to catch up on each other’s lives. Can we do that?”
Nach nodded and said, “I will try.”

“Very noble of you,” she said, and this time she meant it. She could tell he knew she meant it. She gestured towards her working corner in the Grand Library. “Would you like to see what I have uncovered during my overnight toll?” 
She wanted to add more to that in sarcasm, but she stopped herself. Juna needed to get in his good graces, and based on what she turned up overnight she needed whatever intangibles he was holding back. She needed to get in his graces, good or otherwise. Whatever Muriel had told Nach drove him to come to her. She had to…yes, exploit it. Exploit him and his need to find help.
“I would,” Nach agreed. He gestured towards the stairs. “Gardens before Seeders.”
“Of course,” Juna smirked, and after she turned to lead Nach to her work corner it became a grin he and none of the others would not have liked; a sinister smile, born from the inklings of the Dark Side of the Force.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

14 DAYS (CHAPTER 83.1)
It was the light that got to Casper’s blue eyes first to awaken him. The throbbing, annoying numbness was what kept him awake and made him alert. He recalled falling into an instinct-driven healing coma on hot dry sand under the evils of two suns and a merciless foe. If more focused and aware he would have put himself in a much deeper, longer trance. As it was he felt he was not fully refreshed nor healed; his body throbbed with numbness from treatments and not pain, telling him that at least he was in friendly alliances. He doubted very much that the enemy would treat him just to kill him later. Still, he was in the worst possible position a Jedi could ever be in: unhealed, unready, and he didn’t know where he was.
Casper awakened fully when he knew no one was around. At least no one, but that did not exclude things. Just as he sat up a nurse droid was quick to his side. In good bed side tones she said, “Oh please, sir, please remain still. You do not want to reverse your progress.”
Working salvia back into his mouth and looking around, Casper asked, “Where am I?” After a moment he knew where he was before the droid answered his question.

“In the Medical Ward of Rapier Manor, sir,” said the nurse droid politely. She put her mandibles on his left shoulder and urged him to remain where he was. “Please, if you must sit up remain in such position. Your surgery is still in progress.”
“My what?” Casper looked down, looked passed the unusual cast on his injured leg, and noted the small surgical droid with its small appendages that were deep inside a hole in the Padawan’s ankle. He picked the wrong time to wake up; though numb downed the idea of seeing himself being worked on was unsettling; he also woke up at the wrong time in the operation, for the large medical droid holding his foot decided to break it back in its proper position. The nerve suppressors did their job, but Casper winced at the sound of his own bones breaking so loudly, the noise coming from the surgery hole.
“Would you care to be sedated sir?”

Casper laid back against the newly stacked pillows the nurse droid had just created for him; the droids operating on him gave him their best look of scorn for moving and waited for him to stop before continuing. He wanted to think, so therefore he said, “No, no thank you I’m fine.” The nurse floated from his bed side and stood quietly ready to assist him.
Truth was he was not fine. Though he knew where he was, and though he was getting treatment for his injuries, Casper was so uncertain about whether or not he was in friendly company. As much as he remembered about confronting Magus Prophet and his daughter Faith, remembering the female Vhinech wore fedarok and seemingly did her terrible attack on his Master like she had done with the victim on Duro, the Learner was still hard pressed to believe in Naressa Rapier’s complete innocence.

“We are closing, and proceeding to fit you with the remainder of your healing cast,” said the larger med droid. Casper had seen such casting before; Muriel wore the clear cast on her arm last year. Within the clear cast was the healing solution bacta in concentrated form; by locking it within a specific area, the cast directed the bacta, absorbed by the encased skin, what and where to heal. This avoided the usual need to dip the entire patient into a large bacta tank for one or many long sessions; more often than wise hundreds of gallons of bacta were wasted by the standard method of bacta treatment. The bacta cast was invented by Rapier Technologies; one of Naressa Rapier’s many brainchildren. The boot fitted perfectly over his foot and ankle and was filled with bacta once both casts sealed together.
The nurse droid said, “Is there anything you need, sir? Do you feel any residual pain?”
Casper wanted a lot of things. He kept his focus though on one. “I would like access to the communication system. I need to contact Coruscant.”
The nurse droid mourned, “I am sorry, sir, but access to the communication system here is restricted.”

“Figures,” muttered Casper.

“Please, sir, is there anything you need? Water, juice, or some other fluid perhaps? Food cannot be served to you for another two hours.”

Casper examined the room for some kind of out, some way to escape his current predicament. “I need a repulsor chair. I don’t want to lay in bed.”
“You cannot leave until you are medically cleared to do so, sir. I am sorry.”

He waved the droid off before she began to ask the same questions again. When the nurse assumed her ready stance, Casper looked past her on the shelf and saw his Jedi clothes. His belt was there on top of his pants. He figured his lightsaber was being kept somewhere else, but it wasn’t his lightsaber he was looking for. Though he could not contact the Jedi Order with his comlink, he still could activate its call signal. The trick currently was acquiring it, and he didn’t want to ask the droid; he doubted it would give him the comlink.
Casper breathed, focused on the belt, and reached towards it with his left hand. The belt did not budge for him. It was no secret as to why; he didn’t focus hard enough on the Force. He thought of the belt, of the distance it had to traverse in order to reach his hand. He imagined it coming to him, but imagining the belt moving with the Force because of his will was far different than actually having it happen for real.
“Focus,” he whispered to himself. Casper closed his eyes to help him. In his mind he saw the recent past, watched all of his failures unfold before him. It was too easy to remember a few days ago; it was so fresh in his mind, the memories aided by the cast on his leg. His inability to fight Faith and save both Ros and Enothchild haunted the young man’s mind, filling his conscious of other failures that had an affect on him in the past. It was so easy to remember, so easy to let such thoughts seep in.
“Focus,” repeated Casper, and he meant it this time! It took more effort than he thought possible as he kept falling back to the teachings of both his masters. With unsaid silent apology to Ros Ofcheck, the Padawan Learner focused more towards Yoda, for he had never had a really bad experience with the diminutive Jedi Master. The more he focused on the teachings of the former he found the Force; it had always been there, waiting for his call.
Casper first heard the belt rattle on the counter it was on. He ignored the sound, the flashes of past memories, the need of the Force to show him everything as it related to him. He focused solely on the here and the now, between him and the belt.

He opened his eyes, and the belt flew past the nurse droid and into his hand. Catching it he felt no relief, no energy, and no spark of life for his accomplishment; Casper felt very drained, as if this was his first ever attempt at using the Force to move an object. Much of the failures of his life that he had to revisit in order to achieve this goal faded, becoming a see-through veil before his eyes.
The nurse droid did not question his actions. Casper assumed the droid was only good for her anointed position and was not a sentry. He found his comlink almost immediately and simply turned it on. With all the transceivers in the Republic it wasn’t hard for the Jedi Order to locate one of their own. Such electronic searching was meant to find Jedi not on Republic worlds, those off the beaten path; being on Naboo, so close to a major trade spine with multi-faceted relays in every system additionally, Casper knew it would not take long for his signal to be picked up. The Jedi Council would not be able to contact directly, not without aide from Rapier Manor transceivers, however he surmised that Master Yoda, Master Windu, or perhaps Master Plo Koon would attempt to contact the residents. Without knowing more about his situation, Casper just assumed that a friendly, diplomatic course should be taken.
After a few minutes there was a response to the beacon. Casper saw Muriel arrive just outside his ward room through the observation glass. Her appearance gave him some ease, but then he noticed her appearance. The red head looked sick and worn despite her determined walk and the clear look in her purple eyes. Entering the room, the lighting revealed the lack of luster and patches of gray in her red hair. Her presence in the Force was less, even he could tell in his weaken condition.
Before Casper could ever ask a question or hide the comlink from her view Muriel smiled and said, “Might as well save the battery on your comlink; your signal is being jammed.” He never knew her to be an out right liar, and with reluctance he shut it off after revealing the comlink. She observed his cast and asked, “How are you feeling?”
“I’m not quite sure yet,” said Casper dryly. “Should I feel like a humble guest or a grateful prisoner?” Muriel sighed on that; he could tell she did not fully agree with what she was doing; or rather whoever was really in charge was doing. He could sense a little better in the Force, could sense a troubling turmoil from her. The caveat of using the Force as he knew it in Rapier Manor was that the mansion was stained with the dark side of the Force, and thus it conflicted with his senses. “I need to contact Jedi Order immediately, tell them what happened.”
“We can’t let you do that right now, Casper,” said Muriel with regret. “I’m sorry about Ros.”

“Don’t deflect things,” said Casper. “How did I get here? What happened?”

“Long story, longer details to explain,” she said. “The short of it is that Juna went to Tatooine to find Enothchild. She discovered what happened.” Muriel paused for a few moments. “She had help getting you off the planet. You’ve been down for a few days.” She worked her hands together. “There are some complications. A lot of complications, we haven’t even began to sort them all out.”
Casper could tell there was a lot more to what she said, but he could tell it bothered her to think about it. He held his hands out and said, “There…there was suppose to be a strike team hitting Tatooine; a group of Jedi out of Tynna.”
Muriel frowned a little, and then realized that perhaps the Jedi knew more than she about some things. “There was a terrorist attack against a group of Jedi on Tynna. The details are a bit sketchy, but if you’re right that was probably them.” She blinked in realization and asked, “Wait, why were they organizing a mission to Tatooine?”
Casper sighed. “Shortly after we left Mesuera Master Plo Koon contact us to tell us of the operation. Master and I were to be involved, but with Master Enothchild present we were ordered to keep him and Lady Angelleia on Mesuera.” His words made a suddenness of reality. He recalled what he said, what he felt, on the Jedi ship after they were told not to get involved. So eager he was to prove his suspicions about Naressa Rapier he ignored a Council mandate. He more or less sided with Enothchild, forcing Ros’ hand to act.
“It’s my fault,” he muttered quietly. “I got them killed. I knew better, I knew not to defy the Council and I did.” Like it or not, the idea that any of this was Naressa’s fault was lost. “I failed them. I was wrong. How could I be so wrong?”

“Easy, Casper,” said Muriel, sitting on the bed. “What mind trick could you use on two Jedi Masters?”

The realization that he was wrong was stronger as the realization that he had failed. Every little thing he knew about the case he and Ros worked, or he thought he knew, was either in doubt or in the wrong. The known truth was sketchy, and the doubts gave way to grievous error. He shook his head. “I should have stood by Plo’s command. We wouldn’t have gone if I did.”
“You and Ros wouldn’t have gone,” said Muriel. “Enothchild would have found a way. I don’t think you two could have kept him on Mesuera, not with Naressa’s innocence on the line; not with Prophet alive. You can’t beat yourself up like this.”

Casper shook his head again. “We should have never gone. None of us. Because of my insistence against Council interests two good people are dead.”

“Casper,” began Muriel gently, “would you listen to yourself? It’s like you could have stopped rain from falling. You can’t, no more than any other Jedi and you know it.”
“That’s just it: I do know that!” He was never so beside himself upon hearing what she had said. “That is I know better. The limitations in the Force are governed by the Code and by the Council. I violated both!” Such a saying made him feel so small. “I violated both. Just to satisfy my desires. I wanted to be right. After all the wrongs I have done, I wanted to be right for once.”
“I understand,” sympathized Muriel. “We all want to be right. So much so we can overlook the truth. It’s arrogant and egotistical. I’ve done it a few times in my life. Enothchild had done it, too.”
Casper looked her dead in the eye and said, “By his mistakes I should have learned. He never defeated Prophet here or on that ship; I didn’t beat Prophet. His skills passed on to his daughter, according to him.” He remembered what Faith had said and that made him shake his head again. “We need more Jedi. The Council must be told of this!”
“Now’s not a good time, Casper,” stressed Muriel. “It’s not going to be a good time any time soon.”

It was then that Casper noted that it wasn’t just Muriel’s physical appearance that was frail. There was more to her, and to the situation as a whole, that covered everything and everyone in it with a black blanket of despair. The darkness of Rapier Manor hampered his senses but he still felt something was currently amiss. There was a presence in the mansion that weighed heavily on Muriel’s mind.
“Juna,” said Casper, skipping his normal need to be a polite and respectful Jedi by honoring her official title. He knew very few subjects could cause the former Guardian to struggle emotionally. It wasn’t difficult for the young man to understand it. Enothchild’s death was going to have an impact on Juna Rapier’s life, a terrible impact; an impact that Casper could had, should had, saw coming if he were not so blinded by his need to solve a case.

“She’s turned to the dark side,” asked Casper, and the red head turned away a little; clearly Muriel was not use to the idea that her friend was evil. Or it was something more. He reached and held some of her gray locks in his hand for her to see. “She did this to you.”
“I’m all right,” lied Muriel. She wiped her eyes, pulled away, and stood up. She wanted to say something else but clearly he could she stopped herself. She no longer wanted indictments against her friend.

“What else has she done,” asked Casper, both in weariness and seriousness. “What is she doing? Muriel?”
“She’s,” began Muriel, and then she took a moment to be more specific. He could see she was trying not to be too revealing. “She’s trying to figure out what Prophet is doing. There’s more, but I don’t think you…” She looked at Casper. “I don’t think you would believe it if I told you.”
Casper could tell he wasn’t going to get any further with this. As much as he hated himself, there were his Jedi instincts telling him to figure a way out. He couldn’t ignore those feelings even as he cursed himself for believing them before. “That’s all right. If she isn’t letting you, then I understand.”

To his surprise Muriel snapped a glare at him. She frowned. “She isn’t letting…excuse me?”

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” forced Casper because he was forcing himself into the role of Jedi, “but you know you can’t let Juna go on like this. The dark side has her, it won’t let her go and she won’t let it go. I understand your loyalty to her. I know you understand, and you just don’t know what to do.
“Muriel, I am in no condition to help you. The Order can help. Contact them, for me, please; I’m not going to violate their mandate anymore.”

Muriel shook her head, inhaled deeply, and said, “I can’t bring anyone else into this. They’ll die if I do. They won’t understand.”

Casper let his jaw drop on that; she was serious. “Muriel, whatever Juna has done you know it won’t be the last time she does it. This is too big for any of us. What Prophet’s doing is too big.”

“Juna can figure it out,” said Muriel encouragingly. “She’ll come around, I know it.”
“That’s what I fear,” said Casper.

She looked at him and frowned, and this time she had anger behind it. “Will you ever get off your bias pretenses? Juna isn’t like that.”

“She’s her mother’s daughter.” That phrase visibly shook Muriel. Casper made note of that because he had expected her to defend Naressa again; she didn’t. He implored, “She will say that what she is doing is solely out of vengeance for Enothchild. She will tell herself that to make herself believe it. Reality is the further she goes down the path of darkness it will become just another convenient excuse. Mark my words; she won’t seek justice or vengeance for Enothchild.”
Muriel turned and walked out of the room. Casper called out to her, “He isn’t her husband anymore! HE’S HER EXCUSE!” The lack of response frustrated him more than her refusal to see his logic. He couldn’t think; he looked around, trying to find a way for him to get out. He hoped -- but doubted -- that the Manor’s droids had some programmed flaws that all droid manufactures and sometimes owners instilled in them to make them a little less perfect; in this case a nurse droid forgetting to take care of a hover chair. Unfortunately as now as he learned an over a month ago the Rapiers never took the time to program such flaws in their devices.
“Shit,” cursed Casper rudely in a rare expression of colorful metaphors.

The nurse droid approached him and asked, “Are in need of a bed pan, sir?”

“What? No. Wait!” Casper reached out to the droid. He eyed his cast and asked, “How long? My recovery, how long?”
“Stand by for prognosis.” The nurse droid took her time accessing the data the surgery droids collected. “The post operative therapy will in three to six days. By then you should be able to walk with some aid. A walking cast will complete repairs; there was significant damage done to the ankle, shin, and knee, sir, so such injuries take time.”

“Ugh,” muttered Casper. Ironically something told him that he had that time even though his mind told him he had to act now; with the Force, he could heal himself possibly in those six days. Six days to heal the injuries would be far better than the six weeks or more such ordeals normally took. Even in six days he would not be prepared to deal with Juna let alone escape. He had figured out that he was a prisoner, regardless how well he was being treated. A lot could happen inside of six days; a lot could happen against him.
The Force told him no answers, but Casper realized that the Force was his only answer. At this he hesitated, remembering how difficult it was to summon the comlink; he wondered if Juna had attacked him just as she had attacked Muriel. Or perhaps he just knew he was going to fail with the Force again. Ros was right about him; the Twi’lek had no doubts that Casper would fail the deal they made. He had to understand that no matter how much he wanted to believe Naressa Rapier was responsible for a little if not all that had happened it just wasn’t true. He would never be anything like Master Yoda no matter what he did.
The nurse droid approached Casper again, “Excuse me, sir, I hope I am not disturbing you.” Casper rolled his eyes; if there was a normal constant in his life he could count on it was the annoying nurse droid. “I have been alerted that there are files on queue for you specifically. Would you like to access them?”

“Files? What files, from whom?”

“I do not know the content of the files. They are from the Lady of the House. Would you like to access them?”
Casper knew who it was from, but he was confused as hell. He rubbed his eyes and said, “S-Sure.”

The nurse left and returned a short time later with a large size data pad. “Late instruction: the Lady of the House insisted that you view what is available on this data pad.”

Now Casper was tortured painfully by curiosity. He took the large data pad, which was bigger than a bread box, and laid it on his lap. Before he could examine the functions of the data pad a broad and long list of file names appeared on one side of the screen. The other side of the screen would bare what file he had accessed. The names of the files were simplistic as well as intriguing: genepro, timefx, normplas, setstandard_X, bystandard, collateral ex, gravshifting, gravswinging, and a few more files on queue.

There was one other link that was not a file, and it flashed a ‘live’ word icon next to it. The Jedi Knight keyed the link, and no sooner than he had done it he heard one familiar voice and one very deep, very male voice exchanging words.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

14 DAYS (CHAPTER 83.2)

“I’m sorry,” apologized Juna to Nach, who had offered him a chair that was far too small for the Vhinphyc to sit in. When Nach looked down at the chair, the Sith Maiden let her resting left hand on the table drift towards a data pad. Her finger found the download and uplink command she had preprogrammed. Her hand retreated back to its original position when Nach looked back at her. “I forgot the study chairs up here were designed for brains, not brawns.”
Nach only took her little joke as far as to say, “Plotters are often small.”
Intrigued, Juna sat down and leaned on her hand. “Interesting, could you be suggesting that those who think are small physically or truly small minded?”

Nach just stood by the heavy stone railing and crossed his arms. “I have studied to comprehend that there is no inequality in malice amongst the differences of society, regardless of their port of call.”
“Wow,” chagrinned Juna, “you would be a hit at cocktail parties.” She called up files from her main data pad and put them through a holographic projector that was located in the center of the high polished wooden table. Before them both was a series of genetic profiles, labeled diligently to which one belonged to whom. She measured Nach’s reaction to what she was showing. There was a hint of surprise on his part. Nach could not quite hide it.
“You should know, Nach,” began Juna sweetly, “that anything in this house that’s plugged into it, in any way, is monitored for security purposes. You run a multi-billion credit business like my family has you tend to get a little paranoid of the competition, hence are need to keep an eye on all means that link the inside to the outside universe. We like to call it domestic spying.” 
She held up her data pad. “Even this data pad that I am using is being monitored by a single purpose mainframe. Everything I do on it is recorded every single second, every single keystroke. That’s why when it comes to private matters I use good old fashion tree paper and lead pencil.

“The point is this: while you were tending to Enothchild, you had unsecured access to one of the analyzers in the morgue. No one really thinks twice about securing those stations because, honestly, when is the morgue ever used except in death.” Juna gestured to the three images of genomes. Nach looked at them, but he was a bit white in the revelation. “As you can see your tests were stored in memory. But the top one, the Magus Prophet gene samples we collected ten years ago from his attack on the mansion, you didn’t have access to that.” She gestured towards the images. “Would you like to complete your analysis?”
Nach, not to Juna’s surprise at all, unfolded his arms, sighed, and moved closer to the table. He bent closer to the holographic image and studied them. He didn’t pretend he didn’t know what he was looking at. “There are constants among the two that equal the third. There is an unknown constant in the third’s structure.”

“But you know what it is, do you,” said Juna. “That unknown is a female Vhinphyc, identity unknown but I could guess who and place a healthy wager on it.” Though bold, Juna was still stunned by what the computer had told her after it analyzed the findings. With less ego, she said, “Faith, the Cexpoian-born, is my daughter. Helle'anglotov'vesil Evagan’wiwsk’shavage’anute was the surrogate mother, and Prophecna was the father.”
Nach did not want to say anything. The dark one before him appeared to know too much. Juna, on the other hand, craned her head and asked, “So, are you a geneticist or an all around science guy? Or are you more than that?” She smiled smugly. “I mean, it seems as if you knew what those ‘enhancements’ to Anka-Dee Sura to breast feed Enothchild was always going to do. The long term side effects.”
Nach looked past the blue haze of the holographic field. “I believe you have the answers you seek. Why do you query?”

“Because a great detective once told me question everything and everyone, even when you think you know the answer, even when you know the man.” Juna smirked. “It would seem like a waste of time to me.”

“It would if you knew the answers.”

Then Juna added, “But that’s just it. Think of knowing the answer and knowing the answer are two different things. One is the elaboration of the truth, the other is the truth. Each has their consequences when either is wrong.”
Frowning and shaking his head, Nach said, “Pure tumult. It is of wonder how beings such as yourself in this galaxy ever get anything done. Who was this great detective that filled your young skull with such ill-ascertain?”

“Your son,” said Juna casually.

“Oh,” said Nach, rather embarrassed. He didn’t know how to accept the news. Perhaps the Jedi Order had made a mistake in his training.

“Well,” began Juna again, “I could tell you what I know. When you feel like joining in just…blurt the first thing on your mind, eh?” She just smiled at him; Nach didn’t like it. “I have seen….much, and I have learned much about the Vhinphyc in the last two years than in the previous ten before that. I have learned the true origins of the Vhinech, and how the Vhinphyc lost control over them.”
“Muriel had told me all that has transpired,” interrupted Nach.

“She only told you what she knows,” said Juna, and when she said it she said it with an insulting edge. She edged back. “What I know can only be verified by you.”

Nach nodded and mused, “I do see in your eyes how I fit in the grand conspiracy against this galaxy. You assume too much.”

“Enlighten me. Where am I wrong?”

There was doubt on his part whether or not to indulge her. Nach still did not know what else to do. His only hope was that what Muriel had told him was right. He said, “Caladente Cexpoian aalu Prophecna.”

“Excellent place to start,” said Juna stoically. She leaned back and crossed her arms, waiting.

Nach grunted, just something to throw off his own pretenses in keeping something very important a secret. He admitted, “I was involved in the Project of the Dark Prophets.”

Before the cold of the revelations settled in on Juna, or to anyone else that was listening to the conversation, Nach continued, taking his time in order to do his best to speak clearly and cleanly in Basic. “Project of the Maternal Prophets had become unstable and out of control. The one recourse the government had, to use the Vhinech births from Vhinphyc Gardens of Life as a political rally against the galaxy, was as flawed as it was finite. As stern and strict we were about those with high midi-chlorians had to be killed the fact was those in power dictated who’s Vhinech children lived and died. There were, has the years past, too many growing disenchanted with the promises as it compromised their principals. Major political and military figures began to have Vhinech children, thus believing that those in the Maternal Prophets project had purposely done it in order to extort them, or far worse.”
“Vhinphyc parents were branded heretics,” recalled Juna. “They did something wrong, and therefore their Vhinech offspring, perhaps their only offspring, was their condemnation for sinning.”

“Shunned, scorned, and murdered,” said Nach dryly. “Alas, as I spoke, there was no control over Maternal Prophets. If the government chose not to act the deep fear was the downfall of the society. Dark Prophets was devised.”
“But Dark Prophets was not created to solve the Vhinech problem on Vhanba,” reminded Juna.

Nach shook his head. “Our ruination, young Juna, was in our flexibility. Aware of Maternal Prophets, you must know then the original intent was to extend and expand the conceivability of female Vhinphyc.”

“Helle showed us that much,” remarked Juna. She remembered the secret Vhinphyc government recording that Helle gave Enothchild for all involved to view last year. Maternal Prophets original aim was to allow any female Vhinphyc to have more children; most could only have one in their entire lifetime. The process of going about it, however, had military-use potential as well. “The only way it was going to proceed was if it was a military project first, used against the Republic.”

“Aye,” nodded Nach, “as a ruler of people you do know how processes work in government.”
It was true, but Juna had never applied a military angle to everything like the Vhinphyc had. There was however that one bane that was always applied to anything in government. She said, “So Maternal Prophets was used as political blackmail. So Dark Prophets?”

“One of its secondary applications was to keep those swaying in allegiance to hold to their oaths of loyalty,” said Nach. “Dark Prophet’s primary application was for the following attack upon the Republic, after the Legacy Virus had made equipment worthless and those you call the Sleeping Vhinech were awakened.”

Juna thought about the previous sentences and asked, “The oaths: those were about those who knew about it and kept it from the people?” Until the conspiracy with the Vhinech, what was known about the Vhinphyc government philosophy was that all citizens, down to the child, were involved in their processes. Maternal Prophets and Dark Prophets were at least two examples which the people of Vhanba were unaware of. “Who knew, how many?”
“It was kept within family hierarchies,” said Nach. “As you could imagine if it was learned that the government had kept secrets from the people that was responsible for so many females having Vhinech children the violence would have ended the society.” He then found the irony in what he said. “It did end it. It accelerated it.”
“Okay, but explain to me how those who were burned by Maternal Prophets would just chip in on Dark Prophets?”
Nach looked at her as if she did not know anything. Juna had her suspicions, but what she wanted to do was get him to talk about them; so far, so good. To her, it was better if the evidence came from the bantha’s mouth than from her own mouth. “A way out, my lady: the hopes of all research and development. A conclusion, an end, a means to escape, a method of regaining, or just having control.” He then emphasized, “A cure.”

Juna faked surprise. “Extrapolation.”
“As if it were a virus.” Nach scoffed though at the notion. “If they could not explain how they lost control of Maternal Prophets to begin with, how was it likely they were going to find a cure from Dark Prophets?” He shook his head. “The course to Lore is always plotted by the eager navigator.”
“Dark Prophets was a lot of things,” said Juna, hoping to get Nach away from getting too religious on her at the moment.
“A failure first and foremost,” assured Nach.
To that Juna let loose a sarcastic chuckle. “You want to explain that one to me?”

Nach knew why she reacted the way she did. He rested his hands firmly on the stone railing after he turned away to look across the library below. “I was impressed into Dark Prophets when I was very young and naïve. I was more so motivated to do what must be done than any other Vhinphyc involved. I was given no choice to join, however those involved had used my personal experience with the galaxy as a means to goad me into accepting the position.”
Juna could sense a measurable amount of turmoil coming from within Nach that she had not sensed before. A delicious array of emotions that touched different levels; anger chief amongst them; old and ancient hurts that no amount of time, thinking or feeling could make the over four hundred year old Vhinphyc forget. She was glad he was not looking at her. Juna was steadying herself, eyes barely open as his emotions nourished her, and she found that his pain quietly excited her.

“I was taken from Vhanba when I was too young to protect myself,” said Nach mutely. “Pirates of sorts from the Hapes Cluster; the planet Jangure was their home. I was rescued by Higorgarian Evagan'wiwsk'shavage'anute and his prototypes. My father promised me in return. Such…testing of prototypes was wastefully spent on myself, a chamber minister’s child.”
“Such an experience for anyone to go through would damage a psyche,” said Juna. “I should know.”

Nach looked briefly over his shoulder, but couldn’t really see Juna. Juna, however, straightened herself out; she didn’t want him to see her enjoying his pain. “To this day my hate for others still flows.”
Juna wanted to say “I know” but she didn’t because it would have came out very wrong; it would have came out lustily. She just sat back and forced her hands in front of her, holding them in the universal position of contemplation. She said, “But held in check because of your faith.”

Nach turned away and peered out into the vastness. “Faith can only do so much.” There was much silence between them. He never decided to turn to see if Juna was gone; she wasn’t, but she wasn’t saying anything. He continued. “The Dark Prophets available were flawed. The scientists had took almost everything away the Vhinech had. In the place of Vhinech were non-reproductive, low-lasting cannibalistic killers that would obey all orders without query. When the food supply expired, the unstable genetic and molecular structures would alter, and the chemical release from their deaths would guarantee the eradication of all life on planet. Absolute victory with absolute non-recourse.
“Flawed. We could not release such a weapon of mass destruction upon Vhanba. There is no counteragent to the toxic release. In place of intelligence and lone will was instinct, and their instincts would have made meals out of Vhinphyc just as easily as it would anyone else. Something else had to be devised, something designed exclusively for Vhanba to counter the Vhinech problem and force the disenchanted to no longer have disloyalty. The newer Dark Prophets would not be created in test tubes. They would be born from a Garden.
“My participation in this phase of the Dark Prophets was general and specific. Specifically I was trained in the espionage arts. As a surveying explorer for cover I would have access to the fundamentals of societies to analyze, while my ship took careful notes. I had gone on many expeditions, and I had covered many light years. That was my reasonable contribution to the Project of the Dark Prophets.”
Juna decided it was time to tell him what she knew. “You left out a few things. The garden you speak of was the Garden of Presence, the Womb of Presence.” She leaned in her chair as if to lean the truth towards him. “Presence was impregnated by the Overlord before she killed him, before those she had trusted murdered her. The only ones who knew they had Presence’s DNA available were the descendents of those who had conspired to murder her. There were four of them.”
Nach reacted in surprise. He turned slightly towards Juna and said unhappily, “You know too much, more than Enothchild could have ever told you.”
“Because he didn’t; Magus Prophet did.” Juna leaned back and crossed her arms again. She let him get a good dose of her eyes. “One of those new Dark Prophets he was. He happened to get mixed up with some fleeing Vhinphyc with Vhinech sympathies. His mother” she raised her eyebrows on that as to suggest she had no respect; Nach cooled to the look “took part in the sabotage and destruction of the laboratory they were locked up in.”

Nach approached the table with curiosity fueled by disbelief, causing him to lean on the table with both hands. He never expected such an answer. “It was never determined by the Premiere’s ugla-starza” -- ‘ugla-starza’ meant ‘horde in secret’ in Vhinphyckian; another way of saying secret police -- “what had caused the explosion. All that was known was no one survived. It appears that they were wrong.”
“Out of curiosity,” interrupted Juna, because she found his lack of real knowing to be off, “where were you and Valk during this?”

“Away,” said Nach without hesitation, but not so fast; his answer for the question was not rehearsed. “Word reached me during I and my beloved’s travels.”
Juna nodded, and then asked, “More work for the Dark Prophet cause?”

Nach turned away. “You are very skilled in finding the highest point score on a target.”

“And Enothchild’s birth made you give it up.”

“Yes.”

Juna did not fully believe him. Nach had hesitated just a bit in his answer, but it was not the answer that gave him away. Again, there was something there, a layer over explanation over the whole truth. She wanted, and desired, to tear open the layer merely out of satisfying a metaphorical itch and not because it really didn’t have anything to do with Prophet, or Faradi. She moved on by going back to matters at hand.

“So your training also featured genetics?” asked Juna.
Nach turned around to face Juna. He was glad she did not probe further down the road they were going down on. “I have learned a great deal in such studies. You live as long as a Vhinphyc does one finds you must learn new things to avoid the boredom of longevity.”

Juna gestured towards the hologram. “I know little except about my own DNA. The computers here are pretty good until they run into things they can’t explain.”

Nach approached the table again and looked over the imagery. He read the quantity types, studied all the helixes very carefully. He left his eyes on Juna’s DNA. “You have active Diamonds of the Universe.”

“I know.”

“No Human should, particularly if you are not a freshly awakened Sleeping Vhinech.” Nach continued to study as Juna said nothing in response. He went over Prophet’s profiles and sighed; he recognized the pattern immediately. “Slight mono-pattern change, yet that is anticipated in every birthed Dark Prophet. You may not be in knowledge of it, but cloning is never truly exact.”
“I know,” repeated Juna. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Nach looked past the imagery at her. “From what I have been spoken to about this Prophet he should have long ago ended. His survival from the explosion as a child is unbelievable enough. Their dexterity, their ability to heal was enhanced, but major fatal injury could still kill them. Strikes to one of his brains should have been sufficient enough.”
“Prophet told me that by me destroying his light side brain it had freed him,” said Juna. “Were you aware of such biological control measure?”
“A holdover from Maternal Prophets,” explained Nach quickly. He shook his head adamantly. “He should not still exist.”

Juna said seriously, “Do not underestimate the power of the Dark Side of the Force. He is the Overlord’s son, and he has done his father’s will. That alone makes him too powerful for any to control.” She felt more than saw the memories of all of her encounters with Prophet in her mind. “I alone have defied that rule more than once. His obsession with me motivated and empowered him. I apparently have that affect on all those who walk the Dark Path.”
She shook her head. “But he lives; everything we have tried that could kill hundreds of beings has failed to kill him. I am convinced that I have, somehow, given him eternal life. Or have showed him the way…” She drifted off her point because whispers in the dark were trying to tell her something important. Her ears were not sensitive enough to hear it all or understand it.
Nach took note of her spacing out appearance and looked back at the hologram. He cleared his throat after examining Prophet’s genome and finally the one labeled Faith. “Well, I do not know what makes this Magus Prophet so different. This one labeled Faith-.”

“My daughter Faith,” corrected Juna. The emotion of Faith touched her and she struggled.
Nach continued, “Is a very unstable gene sequence. Your computers are accurate; these findings cannot be acceptable.” He pointed his finger at many of the repetitive strands that surrounded active but wildly disproportionate Diamonds of the Universe. “In order to achieve life, or in the case of Dark Prophets the cloning subject we desired, the proper acids had to be properly sequenced.” He traced an imagery circle around a collection of red genome cells. “I had studied this strand from amino acid to amino acid. These here cannot be in any life form.” He pointed out a blue cell. “This here is so far out of its proper place she should not have gone through puberty. These Diamonds are active, but not in uniform.”
He stressed to Juna, “The Diamonds cannot be inactive, active, and spent all at once. The manipulation of this structure is too unnatural.”

“Even for, say, a child created in a test tube?”

“There are rules of nature that even one who clones must obey, even with the Diamonds of the Universe in their control.” Nach observed the genome again, but he knew all that he could learn from it. He more did it to draw Juna’s attention to it. “The manipulation here appears desperate, like an artist desiring a panting of colorful brilliance but only has a white pigment on hand. This was not caused by any laboratory, no one is that reckless, and nothing can live with this sequence.”
Juna only said with even more serious sincerity, “Do not underestimate the Force.”

Nach was one that though he believed in the Force he felt there was a limit to how the energy field he could not feel could be used. “It is disconcerting enough that such creatures live. It is quite another when others feel it is at the expense of logic. Aide in my comprehension: as unbelievable as it is, how is it possible that this young, adult Vhinphyc-Vhinech hybrid is yours when it is far older than you are?”
She smiled because she enjoyed the idea that he did not have the answer. Juna said, “That’s the hitch that gets you.” Nach waited, unmoving, so she changed the file and brought files that enlarged the holographic image. Before them was a map of the galaxy, which gave way to a different shading scheme, which then a part of the galaxy was enlarged for a closer look. “The labs got back with the results of their scan of System 99376534.”
Juna stood up and pointed out the principal planet. “There’s the planet.” She then pointed to the orange mass the odd-color scheme of the sensor data created to mark an strange event. “There’s some odd ball interruption on the known constant.” She circled around it. “Compared with scans done only a hundred years ago, the tidal shifts in this sector alone are a full five degrees off. A lot of brains think such shifting can cause warps in the space/time continuum, but they can’t say for sure.”

Nach leaned closer to the image, stumped. “Not even a supernova can move orbiting objects in other systems that far off their projected line. How is that possible?”

“This thing,” Juna pointed at the orange mass, “is the cause.” It was time to admit something, something she never thought possible until the file they sent her showed clear evidence. She sighed and said, “It’s my fault.”

“I do not comprehend,” said Nach. “You cannot change a system’s gravity constant.”

Juna changed the view, showing the galaxy again but keeping it in its odd color view. There was a very thin, but very noticeable orange line with the same energy readings as the blob in System 99376534; the energy readings, be it the line or where it was located in the far away system, were not powerful, not by cosmic standards. Magnetically the energy was very distorted but had no affect on other energy principals. Layered data on the map showed that galactic-wide gravitational distortions that affected hyperspace navigation were at their worse at the orange readings. On one end of the line closets to Naboo was the white dwarf star Anbugus; at the end of the line was the planet called Sanctuary.
“I was in a rush to get to Sanctuary to face Prophet,” began Juna, “without the fuss of allies to worry about. The solution was in an experimental propulsion system I dubbed the Shadow Ring, an idea I had in development for over three years. The Shadow Ring uses hyperspace gravity shadows for power and propulsion. I don’t need to tell you the advantages of not having to navigate around gravity shadows to get somewhere.” Nach did not need to be told; even in the superior Vhinphyc ships gravity shadows had to be avoided.

Juna traced the travel line. “I used the gravity of Anbugus to sling me and the Shadow Ring into unhindered hyperspace. This is the exact flight path I took to Sanctuary from Anbugus.” She brought up a collected scan of the galaxy done a year ago. A brighter, wider orange line laid under the darker orange line. “This is a re-evaluation of a deep cosmic scan. It’s not entirely perfect, but you can see this scan was taken a month after I made the trip. This cutting of the galaxy didn’t exist a month prior than that; the frequency of the older readings matches exactly to the frequency pattern of the Shadow Ring in flight. The variance in the path is close to one and a half degrees.”
“This alone is astounding,” remarked Nach in awe. “Yet this alone could not have altered the galactic constant.”

“It helped,” elaborated Juna. She added one more layer to the galactic scan. Sanctuary remained highlighted. Another point familiar to Nach was another highlighted point and labeled Vhanba. A third and final point was not far from Naboo and labeled Evramora. The galaxy turned into an overhead view from polar north. Red lines connected each system to form an isosceles triangle; the distance between Evramora and Sanctuary and between Vhanba and Sanctuary were virtually the same. The map of the galaxy then became more three dimensional, and the isosceles triangle became an isosceles clone.
Juna put her hand into the hologram where the cone existed. “I helped. I have been on two of these destroyed places, and influenced the events that would destroy a third world, Evramora.” She sighed wearily while casting her hand about inside the perimeter of the cone. “The most dramatic change in navigation points are occurring in this cone, covering Coruscant and passing through every major planetary system of power. The shifting accounts for three and a half degrees.”
She pointed back to the flight line from Anbugus to Sanctuary, keeping her finger an on faint blob of readings. The hologram shifted, the scene zoomed and showed the remnants of the Sanctuary System, along with the spot Juna had her finger on. “This is the exact location where I existed out of shadowspace. It has the same energy readings as the phenomenon in System 99376534.” She gestured towards the blob and the line. “Space itself is falling into it, filling up what was removed by the Shadow Ring. Like a crack being filled with duracrete, but not being filled with its original mass.”
“The original mass could not have just evaporated,” stated Nach in objection. “Matter exists in other states; it just does not simply vanish once it is used.”
“Suppose it still exists, but in another plane of existence?” Juna removed her hand, and the detailed map of the galaxy with all additions reappeared. “In another time?” She gestured to the map. “You see for yourself: I have cut through the known space/time/gravity cooperative constants.” She couldn’t believe she was making the statement, but there was no other way to explain it, or Faith being so old. “It’s caused other, small tears all over the galaxy.” 
She held up a finger and once again emphasized, “There are no coincidences in the Force.” Nach sighed wearily, eyeing the galaxy while his head throbbed with all the new information crammed in it. Juna sighed again and sadly lamented, “It seems like whatever I do it has a negative effect, and people get hurt.”
Nach looked at her. Juna was angry, but hurting. The truth was very much right there in front of them and no one could deny it. There was no other explanation. That made it hurt the both of them even worse.
“I take it you had worked on this throughout the night,” noted Nach. He could see she was still reeling from her last statement. “You should sleep.”
Juna shook her head and frowned at the idea. “I’ve slept for too long as it is.” She cleared the hologram; during the process she cut the link to the other data pads that were held by Muriel and Casper; they heard everything, saw everything on their data pads. 
That is, Muriel and Casper saw and heard everything Juna was going to allow the two to see, and eventually share. 
There was information Juna had thought darkly that only she and Nach would share. She was supremely confident that he would not reveal to the others, using Nach’s insecurity against him. Pathetic fool!
All alone, she brought up a different file on a different data pad and showed it to Nach; Casper and Muriel were not privy to this information. “I’ve got too much energy to burn. I’m curious, though; you still don’t know what more there is to that homing beacon from Helle’s ship?”

Nach shook his head and looked at the strange files before him. There was a collection of what appeared to be names of beings. Some of the names made him frown deeply, making him wonder if parentage of these particular beings had ever loved them. Some names were single words, some phrases, and a few of them were very derogatory in context. “What am I observing here?”
“A few months ago either Magus Prophet or Faith had paid a visit to a slicer named Hifubbae on the planet Duro.” Juna noted Nach’s confusion. “Slicer?” He nodded. “A slang word for someone who illegally cracks into databases. They usually go by handles, you know nicknames? Hifubbae went by the name Milk Dud.”
“Anyways,” continued Juna, “Data was taken from his home and terminal. It appears Milk Dud and others like him had come across various lines of code floating around the HoloNet and other data streams. The lines of code” she opened up a file filled with the lines of code she herself had collected to show Nach “are Vhinphyc in origin.”

Nach viewed the data. He agreed first with a head nod. “I recognize the arithmetic.” His eyes grew wide when he read the rest of it. “This cannot be.” The shake of his head did not reverse the truth. Juna looked at him with curiosity; this time she really did not suspect. “The Legacy.”
“You sure this isn’t part of that beacon, some secret message?” asked Juna with concern. She had every right to be concerned. Enothchild had destroyed the SON disk, believing that there were no more versions of the Legacy Virus. 
“I cannot see how,” said Nach with a head shake. He scanned the lines slowly, recalling the days he had seen the program in code form on Vhanba. “To keep the virus in an unsecured device is beyond foolish.”

Juna knew, from her contact with Prophet, that the Vhinech had no other sources of the Legacy Virus; he had gotten his version from Helle. “Oh, he got from Helle’s ship. He must…no…” She shook her head vehemently. “No, why would he seek out pieces of the virus when he would have had it whole from Helle’s ship?”
Nach shook his head and said knowingly, “There is nothing to fear from this.” He scrolled down the screen more, noting all that was missing. “There is too much missing.”
“That’s what I have found,” corrected Juna. “Force only knows how much more of it exists, or how much has been found.” She gestured towards her terminal. “I have a recon bot scouring every data stream, chasing down anything with a hint of Vhinphyc algorithms in it.” She looked back to Nach and stated the problem. “Hifubbae sold some of his findings to the Trade Federation. They will not have such valuable information available in places outsiders can slice into.”
Juna then added, “One of Hifubbae’s contacts sold the same information to Yabbula the Hutt.” Nach sneered at the mentioning of Hutts, and a grumble escaped his closed mouth. “If Prophet had the virus again, he would not need to infiltrate the Hutts to get it, or at least parts of it.” She felt dumb for good reason suddenly. She looked to Nach; the Vhinphyc appeared to have realized something as well. She guessed correctly, “Did the brains behind the Prophets projects happen to map the Legacy Virus in the genetic codes?”
“I do not see why that would be a problem,” said Nach, but Juna only rolled her eyes in absolute exasperation. “No one possesses the ability to access it.”
“I and the likes of me can.” Juna drummed a hard finger into her own breast bone. “My daughter Faith has the same abilities as I when it comes to obtaining hard to reach information. All she has to do is search within herself and find whatever she wants. All Prophet has to do is show her the way; they are both formidable masters of the Force, Nach’cht’musik!”
Nach turned away in disbelief. Juna set her data pad down and coyly approached the very large male. She said to him, “With such power I have seen much that is great and great that is much. It means nothing until other matters are applied in context.” She walked around him slowly. Nach watched her but kept still. Neither made eye contact.

“Prophet had the last remaining Galactic Dominator left over from the Vhinech’s flight from Vhanba years ago,” continued Juna. “It was fully functional if not fully manned. Its automated systems turned out equipment by the thousands, day and night, unrelenting. The first thought by many was that he was going to lead the Sanctuary Vhinech back to war against the Republic with such equipment.”
Juna was behind Nach, hidden from his eyes. She smiled an evil smile. “Prophet knows he has much more powerful reinforcements. I dare say he has over a million of them. Creatures no different than him. Creatures he will master, and control.”

Nach turned towards her and ignored her relaxed appearance. Gone was her happy face. She said, “Those ships, so large and so time consuming to construct, were not built for Vhinphyc escape in mind. Such vessels are meant for the follow up after the first strike of the Legacy Virus. Such vessels were meant to carry whole, Prophet armies.”
Nach understood what Juna was saying. He took another look at the countdown ticking away on his wrist. He looked at her quickly and said, “To my knowledge, my comprehension, such massive armies do not exist.”

This time Juna did not hide her sneer, her chuckle, or her satisfaction that she knew more than he did. “I have seen this army. In fourteen days, if not sooner, so will you.”

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

14 DAYS (CHAPTER 83.3)

“Casper’s awake.”

Dizzy was honestly surprised to see his wife that he dropped his body hammer in mock shock, adding the respected noise to his exclamation point. He had spent most of the day since the dawn working on the damaged sustained to the Ruby Heirloom’s ramp. He hadn’t heard from Muriel since the fire in the Brandy Lounge. Both knew they were alive by checking their respected data pads regularly. Dizzy was just more put off by the lack of communication than Muriel was. Muriel, though, spent a lot of her time thinking.
“And?” he asked. Dizzy cleaned his hands on a rag while Muriel gave him a kiss.
She sensed his unhappiness and could guess what it was. Muriel just sighed and said, “As you might expect. He wants to call the Jedi Order. And he knows Juna has fallen.”

“Terrific,” said Dizzy with hands tossed in the air. “Has he seen her?”
“Not yet,” said Muriel somberly. Granted, Casper did see Juna before she fell to the dark side, so he knew that it wasn’t Juna that was burned into Pirus Krendel’s eyes. However no one else knew what Juna had looked like prior to the Fading Light. Furthermore, few people knew Juna was out of her coma, like the Royal Court. With squinting eyes and comparing the two Rapier women, no one could tell them apart. “But he knows that she fell to the dark side.
“Well I’m glad the kid is all right,” said Dizzy honestly, even though he never saw becoming Casper’s good buddy anytime soon. Casper was a good kid, but wound a bit too tight around the law.

Muriel produced her data pad with the files Juna had downloaded to. “He also knows about this. She got a lot out of Nach earlier today.”

“Got?” Dizzy got a little tentative when he took the data pad and looked at the screen. He then pulled out his data pad and checked the security readings. “He’s still alive.”

“Yes, I don’t think she needed to suck the life out of him to get information.” Muriel got close and keyed the recorded conversation to begin. “Listen to this.”

 For the next thirty minutes Dizzy heard everything Muriel had overheard -- what Casper overheard. It was also the information that Juna allowed them to hear.
“It turns out,” began Muriel after the recording ended, “Juna knows a little more than Nach does about Dark Prophets.” She pointed at the data pad. “You should read what Juna has uncovered.”
“Oh, sure,” began Dizzy dryly, “after all these years of marriage, after all these adventures, when have you ever known me to read all this stuff? It’s just better to hear it.”
Muriel rolled her eyes to that and laughed very weakly. She had known him to never be a reader of anything. Dizzy took to life as if she was still a smuggler, and that meant he just took people’s words for it. During their search for a child he just looked at the children while Muriel read every text doc that both was supposed to read and sign. Like all smugglers the only legal remedy, if someone doubled crossed them, was not civil and more times than not it would involve a blaster.
“I do believe Nach wants to help us,” said Muriel after a bit. “I talked to him last night, practically all night, bringing him up to speed.”
“You did?” Dizzy remembered that he wasn’t necessarily happy about his wife’s lack of presence. Hearing the reason why brought his hands up to his hips. “Alone.”

Muriel frowned at him. “If he would have tried anything stupid, you would have known.” She pointed at his data pad that was linked to security. “I can take care of myself, remember?”

“Yeah, when you’re a hundred percent,” stressed Dizzy. “You’re still looking a little green.”
She did not want to admit that Dizzy had a point and two. Muriel still did not feel quite right, even after food and rest. And perhaps she did have a little too much trust in Nach. She could have too easily succumbed to a surprise attack.
Muriel waved the doubts away. She felt Dizzy was still painting Nach too much with a racism brush -- he was also still stinging from Juna’s remarks, but she did not know that. She said, “I’m managing. Barely, but I’m managing just fine. I believe Nach wants our help, and he wants to help us. It’s just that Juna scares him.”

Dizzy had to concede to her points. At this juncture he believed Juna could make bloodthirsty bounty hunters wet themselves with that thousand-light-years-of-void glare of hers. “Well the guy’s kind are scared; that’s why they hate. Right?”
“That,” and Muriel added, “and like Helle there’s no such thing as a broad interpretation of anything.” Dizzy nodded in full agreement. Dizzy and Muriel’s collective, long term experience with Vhinphyc had been with Enothchild, who was the complete opposite of Helle and Nach. Enothchild, however, at one time shared one commonality with Nach. She brought it up. “Nach knows a lot about Dark Force users. He’s probably learned about the Sith and the Dark Jedi long before he and his wife went to the Jedi Temple. I’m pretty sure Anka-Dee Sura told them both a lot more.”

Everything then made her sigh profoundly. So bad was her sigh Dizzy made extra sure his hands were clean before he wrapped an arm around her for support. Muriel said, “Juna may know a lot more than him, but if there’s something he knows that she don’t, and he feels it would best not to reveal it, we could all be in serious trouble.”
“Any idea what it could be?” asked Dizzy.

“Maybe he knows what it is that is coming,” suggested Muriel. “Who knows, maybe he’s actually came back to judge the galaxy.” Dizzy frowned. “Decide whether or not it’s worth saving.” She put her hands to her eyes and admitted, “Oh no, that’s so stretching it thin.”

Dizzy moaned in agreement. He then said, “I can’t believe that idiot Prophet told Juna everything.”

Muriel wanted to toss an ‘if’ in that statement in a retort, but she stopped herself. For all she knew, Prophet did tell Juna everything. Though she didn’t know the real truth there was something in her mind about the situation that was missing. “Prophet was obsessed; he would have said and done anything he felt would convince him that he had won Juna’s heart. Even the truth, even this deal with the Dark Prophets.” She shook her head. “Why is that a big issue?”

“Dark Prophets? Got me.” Dizzy shrugged his shoulders. “Juna thinks it’s a problem.”

“Well if Prophet finds a way to reassemble the Legacy Virus, it will definitely be a problem,” added Muriel. “She’s really hung up on Nach. She acts like she wants to catch him in a lie.” She finally realized that a tear had dribbled from her eye. “Some of this is just too complex, too strange, too big to figure out.”

Dizzy wiped her face off and felt like a big jerk. He was upset with her earlier, but now he realized Muriel was stressed to the point of snapping; she could sense his disenchantment with her in him, and that nearly broke her. He had seen her like this before, and it was too damn recent. He did not need his Muriel to have another emotional bout like the one that crushed her on Alderaan over Nomanae. He didn’t want to be that final ingredient to the emotional break down mix.
Muriel sniffled and like her husband’s namesake she felt dizzy. The weight of the last few days had finally caught up with her. It was so much, too much, for her to bear. The trained and skillful warrior had never faced such adversity like she had over the past half year. Coming up short on her search for Juna, and the tights spots they were in on Commenor and with deal with Hutt scum like Tahcee Cental, and then the many adoption heartbreaks, the incident on Alderaan, the giving up on everything she worked so hard at to stay free, Naressa, Juna falling, Enothchild dead….
“I got ya,” said Dizzy suddenly. Muriel just fainted, and as quickly as he could the Sullustan snatched his wife before she had a bad spill. He cradled her in his arms when he realized she was completely out.

Picking her up, Dizzy carried Muriel with every intention on taking her back to their quarters in the mansion. After several steps he was quickly reminded of last year, the last time he carried a woman over a considerable distance. As much as he loved Muriel and would do anything for her, Dizzy didn’t have enough to complete the task ahead. Dizzy, too, was emotionally drained, for almost the same reasons that caused Muriel to faint. His closet friends, or pretty much those he considered his family, were dead, or on the run from the law, or were going through a deep personal crisis in which he couldn’t begin to understand let alone help them out of it.
The Millennium Falcon stood to Dizzy’s left, left from right where he had stopped. His ship, so close and so open to him, called to him. He turned and soon had Muriel lying down in bed in the ship’s only quarters. Muriel stirred, and her stir was wearisome. The husband sat down beside her on the bed, frustrated because the only thing he could do for her was give her a kiss and stroke her red and gray striped hair. She looked so worn out. He felt -- and looked it as well -- very old.
Dizzy bent at the waist and rested his face in the palms of his hands. New thoughts entered his mind, thought he didn’t like, but thoughts he considered honestly and thoughts he wanted to entertain. He sat there, looked at the door, and thought about leaving; leaving, as in retracting the ramp, closing the hatch, firing up the engines, and without saying another word just go. Dealing with it all was hard; leaving it behind was easy. He remembered the easy way, and how easy a life it was. Not a care in the universe. No responsibilities except to himself, and now with Muriel himself and her. Juna was a smart woman; she was determined to figure everything out, and more she had the energy to do it. She was a big woman; she could take care of herself; she had shown she could since last year. And could they still be friends with her fallen views? She had taken an unfriendly high road, one where people forget their friends, their family, and the ones they care about. That was Dizzy’s view after minutes and minutes had passed, entrapped by his thoughts.
Muriel opened her purple eyes and silently took everything in. Realizing she was on the Falcon she saw Dizzy, the back of his head. Her left hand came up and slowly she scratched the back of his left ear. He didn’t respond to her; she continued to scratch his ear to give him comfort.
She knew what he was thinking. They wouldn’t be on the ship otherwise.

Without looking, Dizzy sighed and said quietly, “Muriel, just pick any star in the sky above, and we’ll go there. We’ll find a place in the wide open country. We’ll live there for the rest of our natural lives.”
Muriel found herself entertaining the idea. She was quiet for a long time, her scratching hand rested on his left shoulder. She rubbed Dizzy’s shoulder, sensing that he was crying over her and he didn’t want her to see, but he still wanted her to know; the message sent by that secret marriage code that only the husband and wife knew. He loved her so much, too much, and couldn’t bear to see her like this. He wasn’t one to cry, but Dizzy was so frustrated his choices were cry in strain or unleash the strain by becoming violent.
She pointed out to break the silence, “Wasn’t that Enothchild’s and Juna’s idea?”

The Sullustan wiped the excessive snot from the large slits that were his nostrils. “Yeah.” He let his head dip. “It’s a great idea.”

“It is.” The way Muriel said it was not a yes to Dizzy; it was a concurrence. “Except…how far will our enemies go if we choose not to face them?”

 Dizzy did not want to nod his head. He did not want to agree with her. He did not want to show that he understood. What she said had a double context. For one, there was that question of how far they could get away from the impending doom. For second, there was that question of how far Magus Prophet, Faith, and the dark spirit Rune would take it in order to achieve victory against Juna, against Juna’s friends and family.
Muriel was backed into a corner, and she was exhausted from that point. Yet she found herself, though afraid and overwhelmed, feeling ashamed. The shame was from cowardice, for believing she could just walk away. For not standing up for herself when Juna had threatened her. Most of her shame came from not standing next to Juna as her best friend -- no, her sister! -- faced her own darkness.

“I won’t die running,” whispered Muriel, and from that she felt a little stronger. “Someday, somewhere, my ticket’s going to be punched, but I’ll be fowl flogged if it’s done with my ass turned towards a thrown knife.”
She sat up, pulling herself up into a sitting position. She didn’t stop crying, nor did she wipe the tears away. Dizzy looked towards her and begged, “You can’t take much more of this. It’s killing you.”

“Maybe,” she conceded. “But killing is just the process that leads to death. I’m not dead yet.” She felt a little stronger. “Until that day comes I got to keep living everyday as if it were my last.”
Dizzy leaned towards Muriel, a kind hand to her face; a hand she welcomed with a smile. “You sure?”

Muriel admired Dizzy’s undying commitment to her, to their love. Dizzy Arnes was no coward: he was her husband. She said, “What is there left for us? What happens to our miracles? What happens to our second chances? There doesn’t appear to be anything left for us. No gallivanting across the galaxy. No real home to call our own. No children to cherish us in return.
“Yes, it’s all gone for now. But what is there left for us if we let the bad guys win? What happens to all that we can dream and hope for? What would happen? Could you answer those questions?” Muriel held Dizzy’s head in both her hands. “Would you like the wrong people to answer those questions?”
Dizzy really didn’t know what to say first. He wiped his nostrils again to free it of sinus drainage.  He considered her, and though she still looked defeated there was a new fight in her purple eyes. She said to him, “I don’t want to give up.”
“You sure?” reasoned Dizzy back at her. “Cause I can’t take this anymore than you can, but if you want to stick to it I’ll stick with you.”

Muriel nuzzled against him at that moment. Dizzy mumbled in her shoulder, “I can’t take it.”
“I know,” cooed Muriel back. Her talking did little in changing her mind, her attitude, but that little bit was just enough. She had to think of Dizzy just as Dizzy had to think of her. Muriel was thinking of him, thinking of them both when she considered the trouble ahead; it was no longer potential trouble, no longer a matter of if.

The two of them agreed to the same promise: they would stay only for themselves. Staying for Juna’s sake would have been a promise they would not have kept. Juna was a solution to what was coming, but if they were going to treat her as part of that problem then it was time to treat her as such full time. There was no guarantee in anything they did, but there was one certainty; that certainty they knew to be true, knew it was coming.
Hell was coming.

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

14 DAYS (CHAPTER 83.4)
“Naboo!” cried Alluetia Hailstorm from the cockpit of the Hailstorm’s Hauler towards the back of the ship. However her passengers were unaware of the true context of her exasperated shout.

Thank Presence was the empathic thought that thundered from within Destiny’s skull! The two week trip, which was actually a few more days longer than that, had been too long for the Wookiee-Vhinech. Only because Alluetia had tested her faith, and what a test! The woman would not leave her alone! Day and night, based on the ship’s often wrong chromo, Alluetia would stumble across Destiny and begin a friendly conversation. Unfortunately some of those times, and there were too many of them at the beginning of the trip and all the time here at the end, Destiny wanted to be alone to pray. Wookiees had strong beliefs, but never would anyone find a Wookiee on their knees, head bowed and silently speaking with a symbol of faith in their hairy hands. Near the end of the trip, Destiny resorted to threatening growls anytime Alluetia pushed her luck. Alluetia would back off…and talk poor Destiny’s ears off from afar.

Mathaniel Jarvis’ assuring hand patted Destiny’s intense shoulder. The Study and the Guardian Nowen were rarely bothered by the overzealous employee of Jedi Master Yoda. He understood her tension, her desire to do the Wookiee solution to the problem. But every time Destiny did not rip Alluetia’s head from her body he felt the need to praise her. As one who would become a Magus of Presence, a Magus of Light, it was his duty to diffuse a terrible situation; Destiny would respect and obey his words since he was inspiring to become greater than a Path Reverend. He did try to convince Alluetia not to bother Destacca, many times, but the woman was wired differently than any woman he knew. Poor Destiny could not tell Alluetia off or their mission would have been long ago jeopardized. At times Mathaniel would just butt in and draw Alluetia’s attention away from the Wookiee-Vhinech.

“You are very courageous,” said Mathaniel with sincerity. It meant so much to Destiny that a such a high ranking religious figure -- Studies were equal to Reverends in the Vhinech version of the Path; a Magus greater -- praised her. “A lesser would have never taken such abuse.”

Destiny eyed the corridor that lead to the cockpit. Alluetia was not coming to get them. Destiny spoke very quietly, spoke in Basic for the first time in weeks. “Presence alone has not saved me from that woman! Please, continue to protect me from her!”

Mathaniel could only nod. He knew Alluetia was not a bad woman, but it was bad enough, for Destiny anyways, that she bore an incomplete Mark of Forgiveness to begin with. Poor Destiny relied heavily on her faith in the Path to keep her away from the Vhinech’s Curse so such things on such people like an overly chatty Alluetia Hailstorm just scared her.

But it was more than the pilot that bothered the Force sensitive creatures. Since they had left Isen, which wasn’t in Wild Space like the dedication plaque indicated, there had been a growing shadow on their minds. Mathaniel felt it more than Destiny had since he was more attuned to the Force. The gravity of it worried him, as well as the sudden disturbances in the Force that he felt had nothing to do with him or the others, yet he felt them because, somewhere sometime, they would be connected to them. Mathaniel had hidden concerns about their mission because of it, but without any other choice they had to stay the course.

“I will.” Mathaniel shook away the new feelings of distress that plagued him. “You must fight strong,” he strongly urged. “We’re almost there.” Mathaniel noted Nowen emerging from the fresher and urged Destiny to resume her quietness. “We have reached Naboo.”

Nowen put a finger to his left ear to indicate that he had heard Alluetia’s announcement. Of the three Nowen had no tension at all. The Guardian’s greatest stress had lessened long ago and it was only partially Alluetia Hailstorm; it was the fact that they might have to make that stop at Coruscant. They were still operating under the fallacy that they were a band of important people, under the protection of a Jedi Knight played by Mathaniel. Alluetia was supposed to make a stop there to pick up a Jedi, but during one of her course correction stops she received a message that her Jedi was somewhere in the Royal Nubian States territory. Because of the information Alluetia ignored a course to Coruscant and instead set it for the far reaches of Royal Nubian Space; Naboo was technically on the way.

With the major problem out of the way Nowen’s blood pressure would remain a little higher than normal over Alluetia. The woman was not overly bright, but she was very observant and very well versed about the Force and those who used it. A few times, Nowen observed, Alluetia would eye Mathaniel’s weapons curiously whenever they appeared from under his blue Magus robe. The issue about the weapons was a touchy one. They were retractable, rounded knives that came out of both ends; close interpretations of his mother Magus Parable’s fabled lightsabers.

The problem was obvious to the observant Alluetia Hailstorm, and she made the observation the day after they did not need to stop at Coruscant. “I’ve seen my share of lightsabers, but none so small like yours before.” 

Overall, Mathaniel’s weapons were small; small so they could work within the Tig-Vhinech’s twirling fingers. In Nowen’s own weapon master opinion, he could not see where the weapons were big enough to contain the wires, power source, and Ilum crystals that were the guts of a lightsaber. The illusion of the weapons being lightsabers went only so far, helped that Mathaniel’s robe hid them well. If anyone, Alluetia specifically, had looked at them carefully, particularly where the blades came out in place of a focusing emitter, the illusion would have been shattered.

Mathaniel really had no answer and thought cornered. To all their relief, Alluetia had let them off the hook. “You shouldn’t let the Toad show ya how to build a lightsaber.” She often referred to Yoda, with affection, as the Toad, or the Frog, or the Annoyingly Philosophical Wart on her Behind. She gave up on her curiosity. Nowen was relieved.

Nowen lead Mathaniel -- Destiny stayed in the back -- to the cockpit. His blue eyes were just dying to see Naboo again, it’s blue oceans overwhelmingly bright and beautiful; he missed Evramora a little more. But entering the cockpit he saw no Naboo. In fact there was nothing there but blank space.

In her pilot’s seat, Alluetia was close to pulling her fading blue hair out of her head in frustration. She never noticed the entrance of her passengers. She was too busy being flustered and frustrated. “Damn him! Damn them both! Damn, damn, damn, damn it to hell don’t they have any FRICKIN IDEA how I hate this job!”

“Something wrong?” questioned Mathaniel. “I thought we were at Naboo?”

Alluetia sighed out a growl and nearly kicked the crap out of her sensor display. She raised her foot and kicked it once; the dent satisfied her and stayed another kick.

“Captain, anger solves-.”

Alluetia held up her right index finger, not turning around. “Say it and I swear I will shoot off your pinky toe.”

Mathaniel clamped his mouth shut; he believed her; she was telling the truth. He wanted to keep his pinky toes. Nowen could only shrug his shoulders as if to say, though he had his Guardian boots on, that he wanted to keep his pinky toes as well. Though Mathaniel and Alluetia had talked a great deal neither of them discussed anything having to deal with their respected missions. She never asked; part of her job was never to ask about anything that had absolutely nothing to do with her. Even Yoda had mandated those privacies.

As the journey had progressed from Isen, Mathaniel had sensed must anxiety in Alluetia, and it was growing every day. It was why she was so chatty, wanted to seek conversation with Destiny even if Destiny never spoke in Wookiee speak back. There were times Alluetia, believing that Mathaniel was truly a Jedi, took one look at him and felt pity, remorse, hate, contempt and other guilt driven emotions; that’s why her threat was both so convincing and so unrealistic.

The woman rubbed her elderly eyes and just moaned, “I’m too old for this shit. It’s making me older.”

“Alluetia,” began Mathaniel tenderly, moving to the other chair to get her attention. He felt her cracking, but he became very concerned when he saw the small tears dribbling in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

She blew an exhale out to calm herself; it failed. “I got this…duty to do and…I just assume get it done as fast as I can. But Ros…” Mathaniel was lost and showed it. Alluetia continued. “Ros keeps moving his Padawan Learner so much I can’t get this job done.”

Alluetia pointed at the display. Nowen was first to read before Mathaniel; Mathaniel was more worried about her than some sensor reading. She said, “Yesterday at the last course change I gotta message from the Jedi Order that my pickup was on Mesuera.” Nowen knew Mesuera; a Nubian colony. “So, based on angles, it just made sense to go there even though Naboo was not that far away.” 

She brought up a small map of their mapped out course and pointed out a foggy space. “See, we would have to have passed through that from yesterday’s course change. The Debris of Cofka is the quickest way to die in a ship in this galaxy though. But it would have been helpful, just a little helpful” she held her fingers tightly together to emphasis her next point “if the idiots just once stayed in one place. We lost one day.” She pointed at her display again. “If that was Casper’s signal; it was only on forabout thirty seconds. For all I know it was someone turning ona microwave oven box.”

“Only one day?” reasoned Mathaniel. “That is not so bad.”

Alluetia just sighed and said, “Well not for you, Mister Always Patient. You always gotta live on the side of patience. You got no choice. Me, I got things to do that I really hate. It’s just all bad tim’n.” She looked over her shoulder for Destiny. Not seeing her, she said, “And your Wookiee pal hates me.”

Nowen wryly smiled unseen by Alluetia. Mathaniel saw it but found no humor. Alluetia was very upset, and Mathaniel was concerned that she was going to not head to Naboo because of it. He had to build her back up because he did not wish to take action.

“Destacca doesn’t hate you,” started Mathaniel. His light brown eyes caught Nowen’s sudden needing to not laugh; though the Guardian could not speak his lips could still make outrage sounds. Alluetia gave him an eyeful at the same time Mathaniel did; it did nothing to stop Nowen except made him excuse himself from the conversation.

Mathaniel spoke the truth; and it was much the truth as it was a lie. “She’s a very private being. She’s been that way since her husband died last year.”

“Slavers?” questioned Alluetia.

“Eh,” hesitated Mathaniel at first. He was very bad at lying, so he continued embellishing the truth a little. “War. Battle. He was a mercenary.” She accepted it. He continued. “We’re her friends because we give her that needed space she desires. New people just spook her.” He then added, “I should have warned you.”

“Well, do better Kid,” mused Alluetia.

Mathaniel sighed a little to signal a shift in focus. “In the mean time, we might as well go to Naboo. If your pick up is there…”

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. She set the coordinates and prepared the jump. “Like I said hopefully it was his signal. Otherwise I don’t know where the hell he is.” Alluetia looked to Mathaniel. “But I might as well get you all where you’re going. If Ros and Casper wanna play they’re going to wish they’re playing leap frog with spike back hackhogs.”

The Human’s humor went right along with her very strange, twang accent. Mathaniel did not dislike it, and he did not dislike Alluetia. He observed her just as the hyperdrive of the ship was engaged and so on. She winced and was soon thrown down six really big antacid tablets from a container with the image of a rocket ship trapped inside the representation of a one chamber stomach. She rubbed her chest, and then her stomach, and with little satisfaction she put the temporary medicine away.

Probing her, Mathaniel felt, was a gamble, but with subtlety he did his best to read Alluetia’s condition. Magus Orrick had taught him the more tangible uses of the Force; not much he had learned since he ended his training abruptly after what happened on the mountain. His senses were not sharp so he couldn’t honestly tell what was wrong with her. He could guess, and the guess would be based on observation. The job she did, or at least this particular mission she was on, wrecked her physically, mentally, and emotionally.

“Why do you do this?” blurted Mathaniel. Alluetia looked at him, still chewing the multitude of large tablets in her mouth. “With all due respect you look like Lore.” And suddenly, he just realized he made a big, big mistake. He meant to say hell. He wanted to say hell. Hell, all the hell he wanted right now was having her forget him mentioning of the Bowels of Lore and had wished she heard hell instead. Damn it all to…hell!

Alluetia, however, just smirked nonchalantly. “Oh, a conis…” she took a moment to think of the word ‘connoisseur’, how to pronounce it. She gave up quickly. “An expert on other religions, eh?” She tugged at her Mark of Forgiveness as she showed him with a long, long, long held and emphasized middle finger; Mathaniel got the true meaning of the gesture, it had nothing to do with the tattoo. “This ain’t any of ya problem!”

Her bitterness told Mathaniel a ton. He was quick to correct himself. “I didn’t mean that. I meant this profession. It’s tearing you up.”

She shook her heard and turned away from him to stare out the window. She said, “You better get somethin’ in your head right, Padi. Being what you are ain’t easy. You can’t have real friendships, real things to fall back on when the times are bad, and you can’t save all the losers out there. I learned that, and I ain’t no Jedi.”

“So why do you bother?” reasoned Mathaniel. “Sounds as if you are trying to live a Jedi life, a Jedi way. To numb yourself to what you do. Why bother when you hate it so much?”

Alluetia chewed the inside of her mouth. “I dunno.” Of course, there was also some explanation, and Mathaniel’s patience paid off after a few seconds. “I guess I want one of ya to be somethin’ different.” She shook her head at the thought, knowing it was not the idea. 

She turned to Mathaniel and conveyed, “I gotta pick up this Padawan Learner I have known since he was a baby and take him home on his tenth birthdays until he’s becomes a Jedi Knight. I got to know his family just as well as him. He’s really a good kid.” She continued, trying to explain it all with her moving, working hands. “His granddad wants to Mark him.”

Mathaniel interrupted, “His grandfather is a Path Reverend?” He began to understand it all now. Based in the Oracle of Circles precepts of the Path, a follower who had been Marked must have the Mark extended to reflect the ten years they had lives since the last Marking. In Casper’s Grandfather’s opinion the boy who wanted to become a Jedi had committed a terrible sin against the Oracle of Circles.

“Yeah, yeah,” said Alluetia, but she sounded so unconvincing. “After the last time I took the boy home he was so shattered. His granddad did more than just scar his face.” She tapped her Mark when she said ‘scar’. “That was a long two month trip back to Coruscant. He was a sure and certain kid before that trip. Afterwards…I caught him a few times crying, even trying to wash the Mark off.”

“It hurts you,” said Mathaniel after a long moment of silence. The silence was for his anger. He had heard so many stories about the Path sects and, like with this example, those stories were not happy ones. Apparently the boy in question was going back as a manner of honor, but Mathaniel thought it was insane for the grandfather to be so ashamed of his grandson. To Mathaniel becoming a Jedi along with being a Path follower was no different than him becoming a Magus; it was an honor! There was nothing in the Path that said it was the only thought that counted in one’s spiritual life. “It hurts you to do it, but you still do it.”

Sighing, Alluetia said, “I’ve been in so many tough, tight spots over the years for the Jedi I’ve lost count. Hell, I enjoy those times a little too much. None of them, none, come close to burning up my insides like this duty. It kills me a little when Casper’s birthday starts coming around. Time to pick him up and face the ruination once again.”

“So, why do it?”

She nervously chuckled, shook her head, and said, “I gotta see it through. I wanna see him win. I wanna be there when they take that Padawan braid off him, and I wanna see him hand it to his grand dad.”

“You have much faith in him,” said Mathaniel knowingly.

“He’s my only faith.”

Mathaniel nodded knowingly, understanding where she was coming from. How many times had he seen this, had seen so many Vhinech mothers hope for the best for their offspring? Their child, or children, was their faith, and it was not the sole view of one who embraced the Path, or the view of those others who invested in all faiths. Children wordlessly looked to their parents, to their mothers in particular, and saw their highest power. But in the context it as it applied to Alluetia it was the mothers that worshipped their children, protecting their ‘little deities’ with the vigor expected from a follower.

Alluetia was not this Jedi’s mother; Mathaniel felt that, known it. Alluetia wanted Casper to succeed; when she found him she hoped that braid was gone, but the Jedi Council would have alerted her of his succession to Knighthood. She did not want to say it in front of the ‘Jedi’ in front of her but she had a dark wish; her wish was that Casper Knightshade did not stop at just giving Reverend Onus Nightshade his Padawan braid. Alluetia wanted Casper to also give Onus two and a half feet of coherent blue energy through the crotch. Reverend Nightshade was evil, and Alluetia Hailstorm knew he was more than evil against her and Casper; he had many, many victims, most of them dead, most of them his own family. To this very day, there was a hope in her that the reason why Master Yoda had not dealt with Reverend Nightshade because it was Casper’s task to dispense justice.

Mathaniel sensed some of that. How many times had he seen this, had seen so many Vhinech, desire revenge in the guise of good? Hadn’t his Mother, Magus Parable, underlined some of her good words with the same, slow poison that had tainted the old Vhinech Order’s ‘heroic’ cause? The fight against the Vhinphyc was a valiant cause because the Vhinech were fighting for their very existence, until the Vhinphyc could no longer fight back. The fight had become a slaughter, and then the slaughter became a massacre. The genocide of the Vhinphyc became a dark drug that too many Vhinech were hooked on.

Suddenly Mathaniel wanted to be the responsible Magus of his Path faith. He wanted -- no needed -- to put an arm around her shoulders, tell her it was all right, ask her when it was the last time she prayed to Presence for guidance, and then lead her into a small prayer; perhaps the short passage about mother and child and the importance of their love for another. He did not feel as Destiny did, believe that Presence would merely appear and solve everything; he was not that zealous in his faith. It was just that such words of wisdom were a comfort, any words of wisdom would do, but to Mathaniel he felt the best words to use would have been the words Alluetia would be so familiar with. Prayer was a form of meditation which was a form of self-reflection; sometimes the word of someone just put someone’s own thoughts back into a proper context.

Unfortunately Mathaniel did not do it. He felt confident that he could help Alluetia find peace, find it where Yoda had failed -- and it was true. However the mission was first; no more than five minutes ago he nearly blew his cover, almost ruined everything with his reference to the Bowels of Lore. Remembering the plight of his own people, remembering the struggling-to-repent New Paradasia Vhinech, remembering the merciless rage of Patcher covered in his wife’s and new born Vhinphyc child’s blood, Mathaniel remembered that too much was at stake. It was not worth the soul of one misguided person. He kept to himself, forcing his potentially comforting arms to cross his chest.

One day. One day left, to the salvation of the Vhinech race. Poor Destiny; the news drove her to the furthest reaches of the ship and she cried, only to be cornered by Alluetia later for five horrifying minutes. Destiny did escape; oh how she hated the villain! One day was too much!

One day, to a problem they did not expect.

