CHAPTER 24.0

It was around four in the morning when Muriel Arnes woke up in her recovery bed in the Royal Medical Center, a few hours removed from surgery and internal treatment done on her shattered left forearm. Her wound appendage, lying across her white hospital-gowned stomach, was entrapped inside a bacta fluid cast; a revolutionary new type of healing device that was still in the development stages at Rapier Technologies the last time the young woman had checked her monthly investor memo. The casing was made out of the same transparisteel used for windows on space ships of all kinds for a high degree of protection, filled with a special bacta solution her body absorbed at the area of the injury. Theoretically once all the fluid is absorbed the injury is supposed to be completely healed. The whole idea behind it was to find new ways to treat someone with bacta without the need for a large bacta tank; saving the tank for people with severe injuries.

It was Naressa’s brainchild. 

Muriel grimaced at it; although she felt no physical pain, she felt an emotional pain in her that wouldn’t go away, and it hurt. Naressa was a good friend to her, not necessarily her mother because she did have a good relationship with her mother. She had given her good advice a few times, especially when it came to her and Dizzy. Thinking of Naressa though made her think about Juna, about the turmoil she was going through, and that was the epicenter of her own pain. Muriel’s attachment to Juna was more of motherhood than sisterhood, a fact of principal Naressa did not mind sharing with the red head. It was that motherly concern that affected Muriel so, and like any mother she did not want to see her ‘child’ in pain. Especially with Juna losing her mother; those two were very, very close.

With her arm made to bend across unmoving in the cast, she went to use her right hand to wipe the single tear from her face. Instead, she discovered someone laying on her hand, holding it, and unfortunately her husband Dizzy, sleeping in a chair next to her, drooling uncontrollably in her palm.

For a moment the pain gone away, and Muriel smiled at the scene; it was disgusting, but a sort of comedy release she needed. Pulling her hand away and wiping the spit on his head, Dizzy’s large black eyes slowly fluttered open. Running his tongue around his lips, he raised his head to see her and quietly said, “Hey, Red. How you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” she said, pulling her hand back to prop herself up more. Eyeing her cast, she muttered, “Not my first break, and I got a feeling it won’t be my last.”

“You should lie down, Honey,” he said, placing both hands on her breast, and then on her shoulders. That caused Muriel to laugh. “Whoops. Gee, I can’t help it.”

Muriel eyed him with a smile. “Regardless of the bed situation, your hands just seem to find my breast.” She forced herself up more and let out a sigh. “I’m fine, really. I got to know what’s going on. Please?”

“Sure,” said Dizzy with a kiss on her cheek. He understood her; she needed to do something right now. If Muriel weren’t hurt, he would have been fixing the Millennium Falcon to get his mind off the subject of losing Naressa. With her money she had pretty much got him, and most of his friends in the Fringe, off the self destructing, lawbreaking path of smuggling. And she always was so nice to him, and she really loved his company. What he liked about her the most, besides her Hot Damn looks, was how much she cared about her daughter. Dizzy never knew his mother, who ran off and left him with his father to Force knows where, and there was a part of him that wished he had a mother like Naressa; money aside of course, but every little bit helps.

“Well, Poop Deck Sonny is finally back,” he said to her when he located a hospital robe for her to wear. He saw her twist her face in confusion. “You know that Chucky Tuna Junior guy.”

“Prince Veruna! Tomas Krendel, when?” Muriel’s face was all ready matching the color of her hair in anger. 

“Two hours ago…Now waitaminute!” Dizzy stopped his wife from storming out of the room when she put her robe on. “Listen, before you go yell at him there’s something you should know. After hearing what happened to Juna when they dropped out of hyperspace for the final course correction, he went to Uiennar on her behalf to try getting his old man brought back to face justice. The Royal Guards with him vouch the story.”

She stopped trying to get around him, and finally placed her good hand on her hip. “And?”

“He failed. The Trade Federation told him to go paint himself white and walk in a blizzard.” Dizzy shrugged his shoulders. “Personally, even though the kid is a bevel-headed punk that needs a good ass whipping for what he called Juna two years ago, I could tell he seriously wanted to drag his old man back even though it was going to hurt him.”

Muriel relaxed her tension some. “He spent all that time trying to extradite his father back here?” Her eyebrows rose at the thought of that. “Then again Tomas was a victim of his own father’s plans for Juna too. Sele had him inadvertently convinced that Juna wanted a relationship with him.”

Dizzy recalled that because it was the reason why Muriel had the Chief of Staff position in the first place. Sele Nevere, the previous Chief of Staff, had planned with Pirus Krendel to sabotage Queen Angelleia’s reign. When Naressa had troubles and was non-communicative, Sele decided to use that against Juna by convincing Tomas Krendel that she had an interest in him. With the rumor going around that Naressa was either dead or extremely ill at the time, Tomas used Sele’s hand down knowledge as a way to get close to Juna and honestly suggest that she step down to help out her mother; Tomas and Juna had all ways been friends despite his father’s wishes for him to continue the family spat against the Rapiers, so Tomas honestly felt with the closeness he could compel her step down where the others could not. It led up to a kiss; something Sele never planned on happening, and that is when the whole plan went to hell. Tomas, hurt by Juna’s rejection of the kiss, called her a whore. 

If what Tomas did today was a way to make amends for what he had said, in Muriel’s opinion it wasn’t enough. Since that night Tomas has not apologized for his remarks towards Juna even though the word around the pub circuit said he genuinely was. Muriel finished up with, “That still doesn’t excuse him for what he called her. He may be a victim, but if he is truly sorry and feel wrong about what he said to her, then he should be a man and say it in front of her.”

“No argument from me. Personally, I would like to see the little nimrod kiss her feet.” Dizzy chimed in. “Anyways, he failed. He’s back and in charge unless Juna says otherwise. One thing is for sure; the governors are pissed at the Trade Federation. Extremely pissed. They drafted a writ of something or other and when Juna is up to it sign it to officially separate all ties with the Trade Federation.”

“Can’t argue any of that.” Muriel spied slippers just under her bed and slipped them on. “We spent at least 20 minutes getting hammered by MerCon-Vhinech fire before they invaded the ship. The Trade Federation could have offered some assistance at any time before that.” Shoving her good hand into her robe pocket, she asked the question she struggled hard to avoid because deep in her heart, she all ready knew the answer. “How’s Juna?”

Dizzy sighed at that and said, “Nobody knows. I mean, she was fine the last time anyone saw her before she and Enothchild went into her room.” He reached out and grabbed her hand to hold it. “The big lug has been mind talking in the Force chat room with Ros, the Twi’lek Jedi you know?” She nodded, having remembered seeing Ros on the Falcon. “Enothchild recommended that she needed undisturbed time.”

“I agree with that.” Muriel pulled Dizzy along with her as she proceeded to leave her room, intent on leaving the ward. “But as Queen of Naboo, that time can’t last for very long. Logistically two days is all she can afford during this kind of situation. Speaking of time, what time is it?”

“Just past four in the morning. Everyone else is up and awake in the Royal Throne Room if they can’t sleep talking about what to do now.” Dizzy stopped her and pulled her close to him. He wrapped his arms around her and said, “I am really glad you’re all right. I’m a selfish ass saying that given the circumstances, but I don’t care.”

Muriel bent down and kissed him lightly, and then stared deep in his eyes. “You’re my husband, you are required to be selfish when it comes to me.” That brought a little smile to him with the joke. “It’s not that you don’t care for the others. I do too. We just…have more of an attachment to certain people, and when they are hurt or they die, we feel for them more than a simple stranger, or an ally, or even a friend.” She leaned her head against his and let him rub her arms. “Overall, this is a tragedy that effects everyone differently. And that, ultimately, is what makes it a tragedy.”

Dizzy drew in a long breath, held it, and very slowly let it out. He said in her ear, “I don’t know what I would have done without you, Muriel.”

“I know.” She buried her face into his shoulder for a moment. Some time passed and she muttered, “I want to help her right now. I want to help Juna. I want to hold her and tell her everything is going to be all right.” She pulled her head, fighting back tears. “But I’m afraid to that because I feel like I would be stepping into Naressa’s place. I mean what kind of a friend would I be if she felt I was violating that spot.”

Dizzy caressed her face and nodded. “I can’t understand that feeling, Red. I can sympathize but not, you know, feel it. So I can’t say I know how you feel. But when Juna needs our help, she will ask for it. All we got to do is be there when she asks. That’s all we can do.” He ran his hand through her hair once, and then gave her a kiss on the chin. “You wanta blow this joint?” She nodded. “Then let’s get you outta here. Wait here.”

Muriel nodded, and watched Dizzy walk away towards the check station. As she stared on, he suddenly turned around and announced loudly, “Are you looking at my hinny?”

She let out some giggles and made a fist at him, shaking it to emphasize she was going to get him for that. She watched him continue on, and thought about many things. A thought occurred to her suddenly, and when Dizzy came back they both went upstairs to make the proper arrangements. Muriel wanted to do something for Juna, and she was going to do it by calling on some old friends.

CHAPTER 24.1

Deep in the bowels of the Palace of Theed around the time Muriel and Dizzy were leaving the medical ward, Ros made his way to the detention center after receiving more treatment for his injuries and was cleared from having radiation poisoning; so far no one appeared to have an sickness related to being exposed to charged particles which was good news to hear. 

The selfish part of him that all Jedi do their best to ignore was relieved that both Enothchild and Casper, Casper especially, was all right. Ros really couldn’t image how he would feel if he did lose his Padawan, and quite frankly he didn’t want to find out. All Jedi Masters had that attachment to their apprentices it was something that could not be avoided, that part of their emotional humanity that no amount of Jedi training could drill out of them. It was better known as psychologically acceptable levels of emotional reach. Generically, it was better known as family association; in other words, Ros looked at Casper as his son.

Much like Enothchild and Nadja Moranna had looked upon him as their son, however that attachment was a lot stronger than most other Jedi had for their apprentices. Being Enothchild’s Padawan was an interesting experience to him since he compared it to other experiences other Jedi have had. Nadja, she was indeed a character of a Jedi, stayed out of the training process but was right there on his case like a mother to a child would from as simple as washing his hands to non-Jedi related matters where Enothchild couldn’t supply the answer. She even introduced him to his real mother; as it turned out she and Nadja were very close friends.

Under the unique circumstances he didn’t mind it, in fact he was glad he went through it. He had hoped to have Casper go through that near similar experience, but Ros found it very hard. It wasn’t due to the lack of trying, or that there was no female figure in the equation. Much of it had to do from instruction from Casper spending the first ten years of his life under Master Yoda’s tutelage. Not that Yoda was a bad teacher or that he was emotionless, just that what Casper learned from him really stuck in his mind. There was hints there too that Casper, though a very patient Padawan thanks to that early instruction, believed the quickest way to achieving Knighthood was to embrace Yoda’s way of living by the Jedi Code. 

Ros smirked when he reached the bottom of the stairs leading into the detention center and noting Casper sitting next to the female Vhinphyc’s cell, looking down at his hands in thought. Casper, like almost all Padawans including Ros himself in this era, fell for what Nadja called the ‘Yoda Cult Worshipping Syndrome’. The whole idea was simple; given Yoda’s iconic status as the greatest Jedi Master of all time, many of the Padawans growing up in the Jedi Temple have this preconceived notion after learning about Yoda’s exploits and learning from him from seminars and classes that if they live by his examples they will become just like him, which a Padawan then tries to rush through the training to achieve the same ‘cult’ status, especially if something motivates them to rush such as Casper’s need to get away from his Oracle of Circle’s origins. 

And when they fail, it crushes them more than a regular Padawan who doesn’t buy into the idea because they believe if they did follow Yoda’s footsteps as it were then they could do no wrong, which Enothchild was lucky to have such a wild personality in Nadja training him to avoid that trap. Such a Jedi like Nadja was hard to define; did one put her in the ‘things not to do as a Jedi’ category, or did one put her in the ‘believe in yourself and the Force and you will make the impossible happen’ category. By and far, her exploits were picked apart by Jedi Masters with only the more traditional examples of the Jedi way of doing things being used in teaching and training. Truth be told, Ros wished that all of it could be taught.

Except for the mooning thing. He couldn’t really embrace it, although he had done it a few times under her direction in some circumstances.

But some of that, which was passed down to Enothchild and down to Ros, may work here.

“Forget to wash your hands,” he joked when he reached Casper. The young man smiled just a little when he looked at him, then went back to being disappointed. “How’s our prisoner?”

“Asleep,” he said, turning his head back towards the cell opening. She laid with her back turned towards the opening, where an energy field kept her in. “For real this time. She complained about something but she spoke in her native language again so I don’t know what it was about.” He pointed at the power readings on the controls. “She then stuck her hand through the energy field to grab a guard that was whistling on rounds.”

“Cripes.”

“Well, I forced her back with my lightsaber, and the guards here increased the density of the field and the magnitude of power to maintain it. If she tries something now, she’ll be repelled back.” 

Ros wanted to kick himself for forgetting that. When he and Enothchild were on missions when he was an apprentice, he watched the Vhinphyc then pass through low watt, low density energy fields that shocked or stunned other beings into captivity or non-forward motion. “I’m glad everyone’s all right then. I’m not use to there being more than one Vhinphyc in the galaxy.” Changing gears, you looked at Casper and asked mutely, “How are you doing?”

Casper looked off a little, something total alien for the boy to do, and said, “Okay, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“Well, maybe…I’m troubled by recent events and things I have felt.” Casper played with his hands just a little, but enough to get Ros’ notice. “Master, did I do all right? I mean…did I do okay?”

Just what he thought, and quickly began the process of clearing it up. “You did all you could do, my Padawan. That is all you can truly do.”

He sighed and sat back down. “But it feels like I did everything wrong, that I didn’t do enough. I mean…the boy on Sullust. Did I have to kill him? And the Nubians…I let them down, Master, I know I did. Worse, I am troubled by all these feelings. I know they are not the Jedi way. I’ve shown I have no patience.”

Ros squatted down in front of him and he said, “Casper, you have to understand that sometimes the Force don’t give us Jedi an edge we sometimes hope for. And often times things happen because, like or not, they do. It wasn’t that you didn’t have enough patience or you made a simple error and it created a much bigger problem. You can only do the things you know you can do, and should do. The outcome is never set in stone, so there is no telling what happens between that beginning point and the end point.”

“But still….” He stopped and went mute. “I can’t help to think I could have done everything differently.”

“That’s because you dwell on the past, Casper. You have been since the boy died at your hand. I understand that you feel for the loss, but when you let it create doubts in everything you do from that point on you doom yourself to exist by those doubts. And what is the past, Casper? It is something that has all ready happened. The here and the now should truly be your only focus.” He put his hand on his Padawan’s shoulder. “We learn from the past, and we proceed ahead with what he we have learned.”

“I guess so,” muttered Casper. He didn’t seem all that convinced by the discussion. “I need time to think about it, and other things.”

“Right now is a good time, I think. Go upstairs and get some rest for a few hours, and then meditate. I’ll stand watch here and call you if I need you.” Ros gave him a friendly shove, feeling that he did get his point into Casper. Now it was up to Casper to figure it out. If anything, if he can get him to think it all out, then perhaps he can get out of the funk. If they had more time with everything going on Ros would had explained it in detail. However the young man needed the mental exercise.

Casper stopped at the foot of the stairs, turned, and returned to Ros. “Master, before I go, is Master Enothchild all right? You had mentioned earlier that he wasn’t coming with us.”

“No. He feels he has an obligation to the Queen here.” Ros was a little troubled by that. Not necessarily the caring aspect, but how it all was as a whole. There were still many questions he had to ask his friend. “Seems as if you are not the only one that feels he has let someone down. Although, it is for entirely different circumstances that have not been revealed. I’m sure in time he will tell us what they are. Right now, the Queen needs him.”

“Yes, the Queen,” mumbled Casper. He rubbed his chin over that. “Why did the Vhinech Order go through so much trouble to take her hostage?”

“Enothchild had told me long ago when he saved her life the first time that she was strong in the Force and that was why.” Ros began to scratch his right lekku right at its base connecting with his head; whenever he was bothered by something he would get a tingle there and it wouldn’t go away unless he talked about his suspicions. “Recently I’ve been wondering why he held back. And I wonder if this has anything to do with what Master Yoda felt 10 years ago on Dagobah.”

Casper looked around to see if any guards were nearby because he didn’t want to offend them. “There’s something about her. Something not right.”

“I feel the same way, unfortunately. Being around her feels odd. And then there was that massive dark side presence on board their ship.” He crossed his arms and gave his head a shake. “I could feel that it was a Human female, and the impressions off her Royal Highness were the same as those in what I felt.” Casper nodded in agreement with him on the observation. “However there is a large difference in power base now from her. There is only two reasons why that is: either the dark side is blinding us when she is at rest, cloaking her true power, or it wasn’t her.” 

Ros leaned his back against the wall and mused, “We’ll keep an eye on her for now. I will have a talk with Enothchild about it. For now just go upstairs and throw yourself into a bed.”

“Very well, Master,” said Casper and he left.

Ros watched him go upstairs, and he chatted his teeth together. Something indeed was not right, but then again the universe, at this moment, didn’t make any sense as it was. Before he and Casper took the prisoner to Coruscant, he was going to have that promised chat with Enothchild. And maybe, just maybe, he will get some answers. And importantly, he had to talk to him alone; whatever it was it couldn’t be made wide spread knowledge, and although he could trust Casper, there was a feeling that his Padawan was holding out on something, and that whatever he found out somehow got to him, he would be telling Yoda in a split second. Patience was needed here, and discretion for the benefit of the innocent.

CHAPTER 24.2

She cried herself to sleep, and yet she didn’t let go.

That didn’t amaze Enothchild, even now with the sun beginning to shine through the window, that Juna still had a good grip on his hand even as she slept. He only wished that she had fallen asleep under different, much better circumstances. 

He had sat down right next to Juna on the floor, leaning his body against the big, thick nightstand, so her arm wouldn’t be propped in one position all night. His eyes were in alignment with her closed windows, which he was somewhat grateful that he couldn’t see into her soul through them at the moment. If he did right now, he would probably start to cry for the haunted and tortured being that laid before him. It wasn’t fair to have life played out the way it did for Juna. She was such a gentle being that never did anyone harm intentionally, and yet fate decided that she would bare witness to both her parent’s horrible death. 

It was not fate. It was the Force. And it seemed that the Force rewarded her goodness with suffering.

Closing his eyes in disgust, he could hear his own words coming back into mind. He could hear himself talk about the ways things are, in what one does ultimately determines one’s destiny. And it meant nothing to him at the moment because it meant nothing to her, not after yesterday. What could he say to her, a young woman who bore witness to her mother’s death and had watched her father die years earlier? That the Will of the Force decided that once was not enough, that she had to see them die before her young eyes and accept it as the way things are. Could he actually say that to her? Could any Jedi in the Order? And when it was said, could he actually still look at her and say the Force is truly a remarkable omnipresence after all that has happened? 

It was a quandary filled without the Force; it was not there, and still things happened. At least that’s how in a layman way one has to look at it. There were times, when he held her hand and he did his best to keep from having too much of his presence leaking into her through contact, there was feelings from Juna of disbelief and of failure. 

The Force was with her, and had kept her safe from the demons of her past, and in the next moment those very demons, or demon, took her means of safety away. And the debate was there; if the Force, in which she believed in and accepted that it affects outcomes, was removed then how come things still went awry? How was it that her demon could still use it? Was it meant to be that way? 

There was failure as well. She felt she could have saved everyone, and most importantly her mother. The doubts of whatever decisions she had made were apparent, and honestly Enothchild couldn’t blame her decisions. The Nubians, if they had surrendered completely, would have been all killed. Prophet’s motives and intentions are focused solely on Juna and that is all he cares about with conquest secondary and everything else tertiary. Still, every little thing bothered her.

Then there was guilt. Guilt over the fact that the Vhinech went to such extremes to claim her, that she was the reason why the Vhinech came undoubtedly and why the Vhinech were hell bent on slaughtering every single person other than her on board the ship. That people were dead because she existed, that her mother was dead because her mother had given her life.

Juna stirred just a little, and then remained still and asleep, the hood of his Jedi robe falling over more to cover her face. Enothchild looked at her when she did and wished she had no more days like this. He couldn’t help to think she was suffering a painful, slow death, the torture being the death of her love ones all by the hand of a animal so obsessed with her he could rape her with his eyes alone. It upset him; she had made so much progress in her life. She had confidence and strength and all thanks to Prophet it was gone.

Enothchild couldn’t help to think that it was all his fault. Perhaps instead of herding the Vhinech to Sanctuary, maybe what he should have been devoting his time to was hunting down Prophet and destroying the evil son of a bitch. Then the universe wouldn’t have to deal with Magus Prophet now. Hundreds if not thousands of people would have never died because of his continuous existence. He, not the Vhinphyc female in the cell below, would have never been able to kill Naressa if he weren’t all ready dead. 

“Ow,” mumbled Juna, and she tugged at her hand while still slept. Enothchild looked, and realized that he was squeezing her hand. 

Letting up on the pressure, he drew her hand towards him and gave it a little kiss. Holding her hand up to his face, he mumbled softly, “I’m sorry.” He meant that, and not just for hurting her hand. And it was just not for Juna either. Naressa…

“Don’t be sorry,” said Juna, her eyes open, one clearly visible because the Jedi robe hood blocked the other from view. Enothchild looked at her and sat up a little straighter. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” She let go of his hand for the first time in many hours and touched his face. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That includes you too,” said Enothchild finally.

Juna let her eyes look out the window at the rising summer sun. “The jury is still out on that.” She let her eyes look back at him. “You don’t look well. And…you don’t smell too good either, forgive me for saying.” Her nose scrunched up to indicate the fact.

Enothchild smiled a little and ran a hand through his matted, dirty hair. “I haven’t had a shower and clean clothes in a week I think. And I’ve been awake for that long.”

She rose up and said, “Then you should get some rest. I…” She hesitated a little bit, and then finally said, “How can you be by my side if you chronically fall asleep?”

He smirked. “I can sleep standing up. There is a technique.”

“Oh no. I…I really shouldn’t keep you up. I mean awake, not…standing.” There was a hint of redness in her cheeks. “I call upon you so much. I really shouldn’t, but-.”

Enothchild shook his big head to let her know that it was all right. “For you, I would stand up for as long as it is required.” He let his amber eyes fall to one side and joked, “Except on Light Day.”

She let a smile grace her young face at the humor attempt on his part, just a little one but it faded away like all good memories at the moment. Then she bore a face of sadden confusion. The face caused a lump in his throat; be it a trick in the light or the way the hood over her face was positioned or whatever factors played into it, for one brief instance Juna looked just exactly like Naressa. “I’m losing her.” She looked up at him. “Am I losing her?”

Enothchild grabbed her hand again and said sadly, “I don’t know. I wish I could tell you, but I don’t know.”

“I don’t know either,” she said. Juna took her free hand and put it on her heart. “I expect her to be here…and I don’t feel it. It was just like with my father.” She stopped and looked up, blinking rapidly to hold back new rounds of tears. After a moment, she brought her head down. “I want to cry and at the same time I don’t. Is…is that wrong?”

“No,” he assured her. “There’s no wrong way in mourning. You may have reached a point to where it isn’t necessary to feel totally sad. All beings have different rates of grieving. Of how long it last or when and where it affects them. You shouldn’t see yourself as an exception.”

Juna shook her head slowly after some thought. “Why does it feel like it otherwise?” She drew in a deep breath and grabbed both his hands. “I need you to go rest. I’ll worry if you don’t take of yourself because of me.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not fine. You look tired, beat, and worse for wear and not in that order.” She smirked at him and he hid his gawk; that smirk, the one she inherited from her mother. “You need to meditate. Replenish yourself.”

“And what about you?”

Juna thought for a moment. “I need to think and do things. I would like privacy to do them in.”

“You sure?”

“No.” She leaned forward, smirking a little again. “I was trying to get you to leave so you could go sleep.”

Enothchild looked at her and sighed a little. “Would it be all right, your Highness, if I just meditated outside your door? Really, I can’t sleep and don’t feel like sleeping.”

Juna’s eyes closed after he said that, seemingly affected by what he said, or something he said had bothered her. She finally nodded in agreement and they parted ways. She stared at him and he stopped at the doors. She could tell he was having second thoughts. “Just…don’t let anyone disturb me. I need this time to think.”

Enothchild let out a sigh again, and then he opened the door and stepped out. For a moment, when the large wood door opened, Juna saw a few members of the Royal Court outside, trying desperately to look in before the door closed. She could tell they were concern about her a lot, and that was why they held their gathering just outside the door. She heard his deep voice tell them her wishes, and she found comfort in hearing his voice more coming through the wall than when he was in the room. It was strange, but these were times that didn’t make sense.

Nothing made sense to her anymore. Sitting up and folding her legs under her, she did her best to focus and meditate. In time, she would discover the answers she so desperately needs.

CHAPTER 24.3

A few hours later, Enothchild became instantly aware in his semi-conscious, meditating, standing up straight state of footsteps echoing off the walls and ceiling of the large and ancient marble and stone hallway coming towards his way. Awaking, he turned his refreshed attention towards a small group of people that consisted of members of the Royal Court, and they were following a tall young man sporting clothes of office. He was around Juna’s age, so he was able to conclude who he was before he stopped before him and said, “I’m Prince Veruna, Her Majesty’s Royal Second. I would like to say thank you for saving her life. The people of Naboo owe you a great debt.”

“The people owe me nothing. It is my duty to serve,” said Enothchild in honest response. “Her Highness is a good friend of mine, and as a friend I know how much she cares for the people and how she wants to help them.”

“Yes, Lady Terese said you two knew each other very well. A shame about her mother; it’s too bad you couldn’t save her.”

Enothchild let himself shift from foot to foot to deflect that little statement. Everyone else out of Veruna’s sight sighed quietly or let expressions of exasperation roll over their faces. There were times when one did not know how to perceive Tomas Krendel. The young man was reputed as being a bit clumsy with his words and mannerisms, and had a confidence problem with his own political identity; often reverting to his father’s tactics and way of thinking although he swore never to. So to many sometimes they felt what he said in accidental bad taste was actually attempts at insult and insinuation.  

Enothchild sensed no ill feeling from the boy, but he couldn’t help to think of him as a boy and not a man; there was a level of immaturity in him that rubbed the Jedi a bit raw. And very briefly in his mind, he actually wondered something pretty bad: knowing himself how bad Bendian Rapier was, Enothchild pictured Juna being raised by him with no Naressa involvement. Boy that would have been a reckless upbringing.

“It is a tragedy,” he said after he paused for that moment after Veruna spoke. “I knew Misses Rapier very well. She is a friend I am going to surely miss.”

Weena stepped forward and spoke towards Prince Veruna’s direction. “Your Highness, this is a bad idea. We should go back.”

“What’s a bad idea?”

Prince Veruna cleared his throat. “As tragic as it was for the Queen, the people do need her to respond to this action against her. She needs to get back to work and begin exploring the options of retaliation. So, we are here to see her.” This time it was arrogance because he began to go right to her door.

Enothchild calmly stuck his arm out, halted Veruna’s progress, and brought the others to a screeching halt. Veruna backed up a step or two and Enothchild looked down at him to explain. “Her Highness wishes not to be disturbed. And I am under her orders to enforce that provision.”

“I see. In other words you are suggesting that she wants to isolate herself in her room and not do the people’s bidding.” Veruna let a little smile grace his face. “As Prince, I relieve you of your duty, Master Jedi.” And arrogantly, he went for her door again. 

Enothchild put his arm out again, but this time guided him to walk backwards very slowly. Calmly, he said, “Queen Angelleia’s authority is over yours, sir. You do not supercede it.”

Veruna looked at the Royal Guards for some help, but he could see the nervousness and doubt in their eyes. He looked Enothchild over again and seemed to realize a few things other than he was a Jedi Master; he was taller, wider, thicker, and more massive than any creature he ever met. Although he had a gentle disposition about him, he seemed more than capable in handling anyone regardless of how many people they bring with them.

Veruna backed up a little bit more and held up his hands in surrender. “Look, I can understand her need to mourn. But there is a time for that in the future. The Vhinech are still out there, as well as the Trade Federation.”

“Now what does one have to do with the other,” quizzed Enothchild with a bit of a frown.

“Oh come now, sir, you don’t really think the Trade Federation just let what happen yesterday happen, do you? I went to Uiennar to get my father and bring him back here to face justice and they gave me the run around. Now why would they do that if they were not involved in some way?”

Enothchild let his eyes stare up for a moment, and then said, “First of all the Trade Federation only cares about their bottom line. Of course, according to Miss Welchrist, who I have spoken to not too long ago about the political situation between Naboo and the Trade Federation, the relationship hit a strain a few days ago when Senator Palpatine failed to support them in declassifying the whereabouts of Vhinech Sanctuary. Now by the sounds of it, and do correct me if I am wrong, you are implying a conspiracy between the Vhinech Order and the Trade Federation.”

“Well…yes.”

“Why?”

Veruna shut his mouth after he went to say something. He thought for a minute, and then in frustration he said, “Who cares about why, or if they did conspire or not. The Trade Federation are opportunist that need to be dealt with just as equally as the Vhinech Order.” 

A thought entered Enothchild’s mind from something Nadja had said about politicians: the number of votes to elect them to office does not equal, even with square rooting, their I.Q. “Forgive me, your Highness, you may be right that they did not act for the self interest, but to suggest a military action against the Trade Federation is suicidal for Naboo, especially when the Vhinech Order is the bigger threat that threatens everyone in the Republic. And may I also add that a military action against the Vhinech is just as suicidal. On top of that, and this is the most important question of all, sir, do you even know where to strike them?” He crossed his arms in further contemplation. “Naboo can’t afford fighting any of those fronts, let alone two.”

Veruna was beside himself now. “You don’t know our people. The Queen does, she can rally them into fighting and winning. She has done it three times before when she has lead the fight in space combat; it’s a matter of public record. She is one of the best pilots and military leaders we have.” He looked at Enothchild with contempt. “Then again, what do you Jedi know about us Nubians anyways? You say you never get involved and yet you do.” He once again tried to storm Juna’s door.

Enothchild this time grabbed him by the back of the shirt and pulled him back. Veruna looked at him with angered eyes, and Enothchild said calmly, “Unlike you I know Juna. And unlike you she won’t do anything stupid like what you are doing right now. She asked not to be disturbed sir, and you are trying to defy that order. If anything I am saving you from a lot of grief.” He put his hands on his waist. “And I ask you not to continue trying my patience.” Finally, he said aloud, “And quite frankly, getting back to benefits, I can’t help to wonder that what happened to the Queen yesterday can only benefit your father. After all, if the Queen was kidnapped or worse killed, that would mean you take over things, just like your father would have wanted.”

Everyone got very, very quiet because that was a very strong accusation more than just a hypothetical scenario. In hindsight, Enothchild realized what he had said and felt wrong about it; not that it wasn’t true because who knew the real truth on their side of coin, but because it sounded very harsh and insulting. Veruna was pushing him, but not to the point of hitting him with a verbal smack down.

“Well I don’t care what the hell you think,” he said rudely. “Take your opinions and shove them up your ass. Honestly, I don’t think what you and your Jedi friends did was enough. Quite frankly I’m more incline to think the Jedi would like her Highness out of the way. The Jedi Order seemingly came out of the wood work to save her, didn’t they?” 

Veruna pushed past Enothchild, and Enothchild this time grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, lifting him off the ground. The Royal Guards tensed up and the Royal Court let out some shouts. Veruna was literally freaking out by the fact he was dangling a few feet off the ground and said in a panic, “Don’t hurt me!”

“I wouldn’t do such a thing,” said Enothchild.

Down the hall the other door to Juna’s living quarters opened and Juna stepped out. She said calmly, “Enothchild?” Everyone turned to face her. “What’s going on?”

“The Prince had wished to see you, despite your orders,” he said.

Juna smiled a little, and then said sarcastically, “Thank you for following my orders, but…are you going to put Prince Veruna in orbit by any chance for his transgressions?”

Enothchild finally put the wayward Prince of Naboo down, ran a hand across the boy’s upper back to smooth out the wrinkles, and said, “I apologize.”

“You should be locked up!” His red face bloomed, and he seemed to have courage now. “Your Highness, I was only trying to knock on your door to speak to you.”

Juna crossed her arms. “I know. I heard. And I wished not to be disturbed. That’s why I didn’t come out here right away. Enothchild was doing me a favor. He is not to fault here.” She waved her hand as to wipe the slate clean. “I was about to summon you, Tomas. Please come in.” She retreated back in, dragging along the long Jedi robe still on her body.

Veruna saw that and his colored changed as he looked up at Enothchild, and then he walked down to that door which would lead him to the living room area inside. Enothchild turned to the others and said, “I’m sorry.”

Weena looked to the others and shrugged her shoulders. “He was out of line, we told him that back in the conference room and he insisted coming here.” She shook her head and moved closer to Enothchild. “He’s insistent that we fight, but Secretary of Defense Maltanaw told him that it is inconceivable either way. I told him it was political suicide if Juna began drafting folks into the war on all fronts.”

“And Juna will tell him that, I’m sure.” Enothchild shook his head at the whole thing. “Forgive me for asking, but…what was that look about that Krendel gave me there at the end?” Weena raised an eyebrow. “I know, a Jedi asking someone else for impressions. But I would like an opinion nonetheless.”

“That’s okay.” Weena folded her hands together. “Tomas Krendel still has the worse case of swamp fever over Juna despite the fact she rejected his ‘advances’ two years ago. Can’t blame him really…Juna is a very pretty girl. Very pretty.”

Enothchild frowned; was he missing something there? He noted Weena’s sudden feelings of yearning, and then quickly followed by embarrassment and her need mentally to put Juna out of her head. “Anyways word is that Tomas was rejected over another guy. Since then Tomas has been on the look out for the guy. Whoever he is, Juna isn’t talking. It’s like the biggest secret since that dungeon she found under the Palace.”

“Odd, she never talked about having a boyfriend with me.”

Weena snickered a little and pointed out with sincere humor in her voice. “Well, some women got to have their secrets.”

He let out a chuckle about that one. “Yes. I know that fact all too well.”

