CHAPTER 74.0

The day at Rapier Manor began normally as it would in terms of business. Upon receiving the arrival signal from the front gates, Greta went to the front door and greeted several dozen familiar faces emerging from Rapier Technologies company supplied speeder craft; the department heads, the development specialists, the technical directors, and the industrial foremen just to name a few. It was an unscheduled visit by them, or at least no one in the household expected the large group to arrive so soon after Juna’s return. Like she did before when Senator Bendian, and then Lady Naressa after, was head of the large corporation, she showed everyone to the Master Study. 

Juna was there, waiting for them all, looking her business attired best. Greta left, a little worried about the secrecy of what was happening, but by no means too worried; Naressa was the same way in her business handlings, so when anyone from Rapier Technologies stopped by it was for business, and therefore showed to the Master Study.

Greta told Dizzy and Muriel, and the red head became very suspicious. Her concerns were warranted ever since Juna returned home last night from her jaunt into Theed; the young woman looked very angry, apparently from discovering the hard way that Pirus Krendel had replaced Ciclo Pergeron as Royal Chief of Staff; Muriel found out through the Royal Secondary Security reports. Juna didn’t talk to anyone, and as far as anyone knew she went to bed that night. Muriel’s curiosities finally got to her after a few hours and she took the elevator up to the Master Study. When she got out the meeting was over and all the people were leaving to go down. 

When they saw her, they all went eerily quiet. 

Muriel didn’t like that.

Muriel struck up a conversation with Juna while they waited for the elevator to return. It was a short conversation. “What was that all about?”

“Moving on with my life, Muriel,” was Juna’s cryptic response. “Moving on with my life.”

“Did you hear anything about what happened on Coruscant,” she asked delicately. If anything, someone running a multi-billion dollar company always had to keep an eye on the place; one person’s tax shelter could become another person’s auditing nightmare with one vote. However Muriel asked that way because she didn’t want to say what would have been the most offensive question in Juna’s mind: Did you see what Enothchild did after we left?

Juna read the hidden question, she didn’t care, and she showed it. “I’ve seen it this morning as I called for the meeting.” She just shook her head. “People are sure selfish when it comes to their own personal needs, aren’t they?”

Translation in Muriel’s opinion: In one statement Juna showed no empathy towards the innocent Vhinech, she thumbed her nose at the Senate for their part and she didn’t give three drops of piss to a man dying of thirst on Tatooine about Enothchild Sarch. Muriel could understand that attitude directed towards him, and towards the Senate, but not the Vhinech on Sanctuary. In gentle, kind tones she was able to shit on everyone she didn’t like at the same time. It was arrogant. It was unlike Juna. 

It was cold. 

“I better go give Eric a call and check on Terese’s health status,” said Muriel when they left the elevator.

This time Juna did care; it was in her words and in her tone. “Please let me know how she’s doing. And if she can talk, please let her know I would like to talk to her when she’s able to. She can call me at anytime.”

Muriel nodded and watched her walk off; apparently it did matter who it was that pissed Juna off and who didn’t. Terese Maltanaw: did not sleep with Enothchild. Muriel Arnes: ditto. Greta: of course not! Every female in the galaxy was safe from Juna’s scowl and disapproval.

Except, of course, the late Naressa Rapier. 

Of all the things Naressa could have done wrong with Juna, and all the things she did do wrong with Juna, this was the most wrong. Muriel knew that Naressa knew Juna’s feelings towards Enothchild. Rationally their actions was defendable; Juna never bothered to tell him her feelings towards him before, and Enothchild and Naressa were two consenting adults; however impossible it seemed for the two of them to fall in love it happened. Life was like that; when one least expects something, something more unexpected happens.

Rational on Enothchild’s side, however, meant nothing to Juna. Being a woman, Muriel knew all rationale at times like these goes out the window.

About the same time down in the Hanger Bay, Dizzy was priding himself on fixing and maintaining whatever the Millennium Falcon needed fixing and maintaining when a large transport vessel arrived and parked itself down nearby. On top of his ship, he watched a swarm of men and women pile out of the craft in dark green metallic work coveralls; Rapier Tech workers, remembering the fashionable-for-geeks look from the performance manifest he gets from every week for being a 1 percent shareholder in Rapier Technologies. The coverall wasn’t necessarily the same type one would wear in a starshipwright garage either; a hybrid of the Saberhide Guardian body armor the geek wear were made from the same liquid formed polymorphic carbonite synthtex compound, but was not skin tight, which it’s bulky areas were needed to included built in electronics, computer systems, and tools. Pretty much they were humanoid size multi tools. 

Why they were here became a little more apparent next. As about 50 techs walked over to Juna’s Dragon Leader N-One starfighter, a second group of 50 went to the Tool and Die equipment and began warming them up. A third group of about 50 awaited the arrival of another ship, and after landing they began to unload about six very huge containers with radioactive warning seals all over them. When that ship left, another ship arrived at the same time, and once again they unloaded the same six boxes. Six ships, six shipments, 36 large cargo cases with radioactive warnings written all over them.

Both of Dizzy’s eyes began to twitch in nervousness; those weren’t shrimp in those boxes.

The Rapier Techs began working on the boxes, and one at a time they pulled out curved pieces of metal housing, very large and very heavy looking, and the Human assembly line used anti-grave generators to pass the housing over to the others stationed at the metal shop. Some time later the pieces were handed back one at a time to the unloading group, who loaded the pieces on a floating flatbed and carried them towards the Hanger Bay’s open doors. 

Curious, Dizzy took a very long stroll towards the opening. There he watched them take the tooled curved pieces and began to assemble them in a quick built docking ring that was held aloft by a hovering drone ship. The unloading crew handed off the pieces to another 50-member crew who walked and floated around in their suits welding and fitting the pieces together to form one hell of a gigantic ring.  He understood it now; 36 pieces, 10 degrees in relative distance scale, equaled a 360-degree circle. It resembled a hyperspace ring, but he could see that no hyperdrive engines were going to be added to it. Not only that the ring was going to be large in scale, many meters in diameter and three meters thick. The structure’s weight and structural integrity was maintained by a free energizing magnetic field to keep it from buckling, repulsorlift generators being intergraded into the structure at every 10th degree, and having the drone ship keeping it off the ground guaranteed an equal distribution of weight. 

What impressed Dizzy the most was the speed of the operation; Fondor and other ship yards had more workers in similar circumstances and it took them days if not weeks to complete it. Here, with the ready to go pre-manufactured parts, hi-tech equipment, and people working hard, it seemed as if it would be completed in only a day or perhaps two, and that was including breaks.

Here, they seemed to really appreciate what it meant to be on the clock for it seemed that time was of the essence.

More curious he walked back to ask someone what the hell it was, but found Juna entering the Hanger Bay dressed in Geek Armor with RT-8V following dutifully behind her. He figured might as well go ask the source. “Hey, Minx, what’s up with the assembly project?”

Unlike with Muriel, Juna showed no apprehension. She could see Dizzy’s under appreciated engineering curiosity making him giddy and dying to know what was going on. She said with a little smile, “Follow me and I’ll show you.”

Their stroll was short as they arrived at Juna’s N-One. Plastered on a portable hard board next to the starboard nacelle was engineering blue print schematics detailing several views of the ring being constructed, and revisioned views featuring the ring but with a N-One Defender harnessed in the middle of the ring. The measurements on the drawings concluded Dizzy’s original assumptions; fully assembled the ring was 360 feet in diameter, a ring thickness of 9 feet and a shell length of 9 feet. 

“What the hell is it?” asked Dizzy.

Juna smiled proudly and said, “An idea I came up with three years ago when I lead Bravo Squadron on that raid to flush out pirates at Penefar because the pirates had destroyed three refugee vessels for target practice. One of the reasons why that was a long, drawn out fight was because we lost the element of surprise by going the long, drawn out way.”

“I remember you telling me.” To get to Penefar from Naboo, Dizzy knew one had to contend with the Maw of Kessel and the H’odic supernova remnants; a series of hyperspace gravity shadow producing deaths one had to make wild and wide course corrections to avoid. A direct, beeline approached based on the pirate’s hideout location would have made the fight easier and quicker, but instead due to the gravity shadows they had to go long approach. “So?”

“So, I pushed the engineering physics professors at Rapier R.D.S. to help me create something that would harness hyperspace gravity shadows and use them to our advantage.” Juna gestured towards the blueprints. “The Hyperdynamic Reactive Quasiphasic Pulley Ring Assembly. I call it the Shadow Ring for short.” Juna held up her hands to illustrate her point. “The problem with folks trying to solve the gravity shadow problem is that they want to repel it. It always fails. If I’m right, the ring will use the gravity shadows to power propulsion, and at the same time motivate the destructive energies around the host ship. If the energy has no place to stop, than the ship doesn’t get destroyed. Wizard, eh?”

Dizzy worked his lips around and finally he said, “You lost me after Shadow Ring.” She chuckled as he made a ‘hover his head’ motion with his hand. He looked at the drawing again, and then at her N-One. Nervously he asked, “So, I assume you had this thing tested?”

“Oh yeah, structural it’s sound; they had it assembled at the plant, so that’s why it isn’t taking them very long to put it together.”

“Nah, I mean this has been in space and tested right?”

“Well…no. But I have every confidence that it will work.”

Dizzy’s left eye began to twitch. “You’re not serious? You are going to test fly that unproven gizmo?”

“Why not? I am a pilot.” Juna laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “It’s my idea, and I’m one that stands behind her ideas. Besides, it’s giving me something to do.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing about suicide; it gives you something to do until you die.” He was genuinely thinking that; he thought Juna still had to be shaken by the news that Enothchild had slept with her mother; he’d seen too many chicks jump in front of fast moving dumpster haulers because a boyfriend cheated on them. It was an unproven machine created by an unproven theory, and only drone pilots should be making such a flight. 

Juna just smiled again and said, “Well, why don’t you help? Make sure I don’t die. Please, Dizzy? I mean sure these guys are good, but if it gives you solace I would like you to help.” She gave him a knowing look that screamed that she was begging. “Look, I have to wait until the software language passes final bug testing and compatibility with my starfighter. That will take three days, so you will have three days to change my mind. The best way to start is to help me work on this. Please?”

She was just too damn convincing with those shiny brown eyes of hers and she knew it. He looked around and finally grumbled, “Yeah, why not?”

“Thanks Dizzy,” she said with a bright smile. “At least I can count on you.”

Dizzy stood there for a moment and absorbed that. Given that she feels Enothchild betrayed her, that statement had a clear and obvious meaning to it. Worse, he wondered as the day rolled on by if she included her mother in that statement too. He hoped not. Rolling up his sleeves and out of place as the only person without wearing something from that belongs in a robotics expo, he went to work.

CHAPTER 74.1

As the day gave way to evening, the Rapier Techs did all they could to finish up on the undertaking their young boss put them to work on, stopping for only breaks and when the machinery was all in place. Juna sent them all home, thanking them for their diligent work and ensuring them not only would they get an added bonus to their pay this week, but also the rest of the week off because of the system software shakedown process. Others would come and monitor the rest of the testing. 

It was a given guarantee that happy employees, not very well paid employees, reap more of the benefits; a philosophy Juna strongly believed in. She learned that through her father, who many thought was like any other rich man, that classic misconception that he squeezed every credit hard between two soft fingers. Truth was he paid a few laborers that made more than most of their supervisors; they were hard working, they were dependable, and most importantly they were glad to do the work. Well paid, ‘set in stone’ wage and salary earning employees become too complacent and when failure becomes the norm they accept it so long as they get paid. Her father got rid of the ‘drift wood’ when he inherited Rapier Technologies, and with the new philosophy he was able to expand research, and thus it was the reason why Rapier Technologies R & D became Rapier R.D.S. – R.D.S. boldly stands for Research, Development, and Success.

Perhaps another of the many reasons why Pirus Krendel, stuck with his canning plants that just make cans for the fish his crews caught, hated the Rapiers enough to join Magus Prophet. He hated the Rapier Clan’s success so much he became complacent in his role as their adversary that he did nothing to further his own company’s future. It never paid off, the kind of revenge he planned before never does if the victim is stronger than the plotter, until Pirus Krendel was shown a new way to invest.

Juna, thinking about it as she took a long, hot shower to wash away the day’s filth, wasn’t surprised by the discovery because deep down inside it seemed too much of a coincidence looking back at the timing of the Uiennar attack. Being an eternal loser, Krendel sold his soul to the Ultimate Evil to win once and win big. Krendel almost got all that he wanted: his freedom, his prestige, and his only son on the Throne with him speaking freely in either of his ears to more or less rule Naboo without being elected. He had the fascist’s ultimate dream job: power without the liability of election.

She wanted to kill him; even though she knew he was used and in some way a victim because he was bullied, Krendel nonetheless was not innocent for he could have still stopped it from happening by saying no. The one moment she was calm, the next when he emerged and her anger of seeing him eclipsed her mind with dark shadow. She relieved the memories within him after that the only thing she could remember, something that didn’t take place except only in her mind, was her hands around Krendel’s neck. 

Juna could see her hands on his neck, slowly squeezing, then letting go, and then repeating. She wanted him to suffer by her hands by giving him false hope, the false hope everyone that died around her on the Royal Cruiser experienced as they fought to survive. He wanted him to wonder when his next breath would come as she squeezed and squeezed, release so he could take in another breath, and then squeeze again to cut off the exhale. She could feel her hands around his neck. She could see her hands on his throat.

In reality she had squeezed her fingernails into the palms of her hands. She didn’t realize she dug her hands open so violently until she was driving her speeder back to the house and her hands kept slipping on the wheel. She had stopped the speeder between Theed and Rapier Manor, and in viewing her self-mutilation realized her anger and realized in that anger she was misplacing it, thanking the Force – the very Force she had hated – for intervening and stopping her from murdering Pirus Krendel. Furthermore such an act of bloodletting anger was reminiscent of what her mother did in Theed 10 years ago. Such a tendency was something Juna didn’t want to repeat. She took time to heal with the Force, and then went home, vowing never to misplace her anger again.

For now on it was going to be a focused anger, and her focus was going to be on one being: Magus Prophet. She could no longer just sit back and have him ruin her life because of his obsession with her. She didn’t want to be the victim any longer. She was going to find him and she was going to kill him; the only true peace was total annihilation of one’s enemy, she realized that now. She wasn’t going to kill Prophet for the sake of the universe. She wasn’t going to kill him in the name of justice; justice was not enough here. This would be in the name of vengeance, to avenge the death of her father Bendian Rapier; the only man Juna vowed she would ever love. 

Emerging from her bathroom, Juna fell back on the very Force she cursed only a day ago to show her the current alert status of her two friends, two good friends she knew wanted to help her, but two friends she no longer wanted to be placed in harm’s way. Cessa, Deannta, Asia, Les, and so many others died for their Queen and friend thanks to Prophet’s planning. Dizzy and Muriel had a life to look forward to, one with the possibility of family through adoption and a life that was filled with commitment to each other through love. A love she inspired to have once, a love she envied recently, and now a love she wanted to continue to go on. She couldn’t ask them to leave; that would have been met with a discussion she wanted to avoid.

They were awake but tired; their mental capacities were in a state of normal emotional flow, but they were fading towards a slower higher brain function. Juna knew how to diagnose such brain activity through Force Feel due in part to what she absorbed from Jedi Master Yoda; not everything the small Jedi had to offer, but what she gained was quite an important bit, one of which was being able to recall what she had absorbed in knowledge, including how to filter out certain memories she didn’t want to examine to get to lost, low key memories. 

The latter technique was crucial for what she wanted to do next, and as she felt Dizzy and Muriel fall to sleep Juna climbed in her bed, crossed her legs, and began to use Yoda’s techniques. Remember the letter he sent her, Juna realized that Magus Prophet through some sort of luck or trickery was able to find, or was in the process of finding, Sanctuary; I will wait for you on Sanctuary…was his exact words. Undoubtedly it was an invitation of sorts on his part, but she was going to make sure it wasn’t to dance. Furthermore he wasn’t going to be alone, but she had a plan for that and above all she didn’t care who or what he had with him. The questions then were simply; where was Sanctuary, and how did one get there with minimum amount of time and exposure?

The second part of the question was all ready solved with the Shadow Ring. The first, and the most important part, was where Yoda’s techniques worked best. With slow, determined controlled breathing that kept her emotions in check, Juna let her conscious drift into her memories until she entered the scene where Enothchild and her mother were having sex. Fighting down her rage, she continued past the power of the memory and into a wasteland of broken memory threads and recall loops.

Juna approached the entire situation like a computer accessing a broken file; as the ‘computer’ Juna, through her absorption abilities, metaphorically pretty much downloaded a file in which the connection from the source in which she did not maintain contact with the source mainframe, Enothchild, long enough for a complete download, and thus the broken file had all sorts of information that incomplete. The most complete portions of the file were of the night of passion, but there were also other portions of the file that were just pieces but big enough pieces to examine and scrutinize and discover. Juna could feel it too, feel the different memories floating within the main memory, and she was determined to find what she was looking for.

Sanctuary. 

She could feel it, there within the edges of the memory for whatever reason. She looked diligently for it and after a while found nothing. Juna didn’t give up and with sucked in courage and determination she pulled herself away from the search and focused strictly on Enothchild’s thoughts at the time.

Or the moment: blushing, Juna was entering a very personal territory not her own. She wasn’t Juna anymore, just like on Alderaan when she found herself in Nadja Moranna’s place on her dying day. She had to endure what he felt for a few seconds during that time, a strange odyssey it was too under the circumstances. Never in her most strangest of dreams did she ever want to know what it was like to be a man, and especially not in the position she was in according to the memory; not with her mother... 

Quickly she worked to continue to not travel down that road of perversion and a thought had crossed her mind, or rather a thought crossed Enothchild’s mind. Suddenly the Force put her, as Enothchild, in front of a holographic image of Mace Windu: The Council wishes you to go to Sanctuary and verify that all the Vhinech there are accounted for. Use any method to expedite such verification, but it is vital that you maintain its secrecy.
At that point, Juna put a stranglehold on that memory and let the words tumble around in her mind. Suddenly Mace Windu’s image began to flicker in and out, and then the scenery around the room changed slightly. There was a interlacing of two memories that were shared by Enothchild and much like a recording over an established visualizing on magnetic tape. Mace’s voice echoed in the background as the scenes continued to distort in respect to one another. Juna pushed with every bit of her will, bringing the visual she wanted to see more and more to the forefront. She discovered that her anger was not helping at this point and calmed herself more and more, shutting out the reasons why she was looking for the location of Sanctuary.

There it was; the room in Rapier Manor and the hologram of Mace Windu were replaced by a room that looked to be in the Jedi Temple and a hologram of the galaxy. Through the haze of overlapping memories, a point was highlighted on the galaxy, far and away from settled civilization clear across the galaxy. Numbers scrolled across the flashing highlight point, and then…

Juna opened her eyes and smiled. “I know where you are you son of a bitch.” 

CHAPTER 74.2

Juna took her time over the next two hours making final preparations and everything she planned, every little detail, had a strategic significants to it in some degree from her clothing to the equipment she was going to bring. One last look in the mirror with her flight gear on, Juna then crept out of her room using the Force to shield herself from Muriel’s low but effective Force senses; the married couple was in a room not far from the Hanger Bay, and Juna had to pass it. She stopped at their door, the lights were off, and from her flight jacket pocket she pulled out a data card with a one-time use sticky tab on it, and the door opener would catch notice. Finally she kissed the inside of her hand and placed it on the door for a few seconds, whispering, “Goodbye.”

Juna moved on by, walking a bit quicker to reach the Hanger Bay and to avoid the time honored tradition of someone dramatically appearing to stop her. What she was doing was foolish, and she knew it was very dangerous. She also knew Prophet wasn’t going to stop until Prophet was dead.

She reached the Hanger, and right there at her N-One was RT-8V in the fighter’s astromech droid socket loading a compacted version of the software needed to operate the Shadow Ring; instead of waiting three days they were going to be leaving immediately. 

Yes, she lied to Dizzy, her best friend, but she had to do it to protect him and his wife. The best way to protect someone, anyone from a harmful situation, was not to get them involved in the situation in the first place. It helped that he didn’t know where Sanctuary was either; Dizzy took Enothchild there, but the Jedi Master had removed the journey from both Sullustan and ship. They may try to find her, but the galaxy was too big to guess. And Juna knew if Dizzy and Muriel contacted the jailed Enothchild about what happened and asked him to give them the location of Sanctuary, she knew he wouldn’t do it; who knew who was listening; it wasn’t above the Senate to violate the Republic constitution to gain advantage.

But even if Enothchild told them it wouldn’t matter; with the Shadow Ring, she was going to travel faster than any ship built. It would be days before anyone could catch up with her.

“How much longer, Artee?” she asked, and the droid warbled a digitally produced answer. “Not long then?” He whistled gleefully, hesitantly but gleefully. “Okay.” Juna took her packed belongings and threw them into the small storage trunk under the tail section. Artee made a few more noises; he wanted her to reconsider. Juna gauged them and said, “If you want to stay, Artee, you can. I’ll just go without you.” The droids square/round head moved to imitate a humanoid shaking their head no. He may not like it, but his duty was to his Human friend, his Queen. “Okay, Artee.”

Juna went to work with the other finishing touches with the ship, such as reinstalling weapons. The rearming of her Dragon Leader Defender consisted of much more powerful replicas of a standard N-One Defenders weapons package. The rapid fire cannons were now select fire laser cannons with more punch and with a flip of a switch go from rapid fire to tandem firing. She then opened some of the boxes the Rapier Techs left behind and with a loading rig loaded in six HK-15 proton torpedoes with a delayed fuse option so the warhead could penetrate shields and armor and then explode. She doubted that the weapons overkill was going to be used, but she wasn’t going to take any chances if it came down to…

There was a whispering in her right ear, odd for it sounded hollow and lacked substance, but the whispers got louder. Juna turned to her right, and about that moment she finally felt Greta’s presence; the woman had a very focused mind so it was easy for her to get close without being detected. That is detected under the regular ways Juna was used to employing. Where the whispering came from was beyond her. 

“Lady Juna, what are you doing? This is foolish.” 

“Just taking my fighter up for a night time stroll,” lied Juna. “Let’s just say that, unlike my mother, I enjoy closer views of the moons.”

The older woman finally reached the tail end of the N-One Defender and gave her young Lady a stern, motherly look. “Don’t lie to me, Child. You’re going after that…that thing. Why else would you use your father’s resources so much today?”

“Perhaps I was bored,” said Juna as she checked the magnetic grapplers that would connect her fighter to the Shadow Ring. “Perhaps I need to follow in my father’s footsteps and be successful in business. Or when it comes to destroying my enemies.”

“Your father wasn’t always successful in such endeavors. No.” Greta shook her head. “No, this would be exactly what your mother would have done if she could fly a ship. But even then Lady Naressa had the sense not to do something as foolish as this.”

“My mother didn’t do it because she was afraid.”

“Yes, she was afraid for you. As any mother would, she would have never left you to go after this mad man. Her place was here, to watch over you, to protect you. Now she’s gone. Who will protect you now?”

Juna stood there for a few moments to get over what Greta said. Greta didn’t know about her mother’s relationship with Enothchild, and honestly she didn’t want to tell her. She didn’t know the specifics about anything leading up to it, and if she told the woman that she hated her mother, Greta would keel over from a heart attack. 

Juna assured her worries with fact. “I am the woman of this house now, Greta. I no longer need anyone to watch over me.” She looked around with her eyes. “What I do now is whatever I want to do.” Her eyes locked onto to Greta. “I am just uniquely different in the way I do things, like my parents before me. This,” she patted her starfighter, “is how I do things my way.” She walked a little towards her. “And despite all my family has done, bad more than good, you stood faithfully by and served them.”

“It was my honor and duty, and more importantly, my choice to do so, Lady Juna,” said Greta with a sad face.

“Then honor me and do your duty; let me go.” Juna put a gentle hand on Greta’s shoulder. “If I ever asked you to hide one serious wrong in my life, it’s this one right now.”

Greta grabbed Juna’s hand and pulled it up to her face. Sincere in her begging, she said, “I can’t just let you do this, Juna. You’ll get hurt, I know it, and when that happens how will it make me feel. Not to tell Lady Muriel and Captain Arnes of this would break my heart if you got hurt. Please, I beg you, don’t go.”

Juna let her features soften just a little as an idea appeared in her head. She nodded and said, “Okay, Greta.” She pulled the elderly woman into a hug. “Okay.” She bent down to accommodate the shorter woman, and let her head lay against Greta’s shoulder. They held on for a few seconds, but Juna did it on purpose for time. She needed time to chase away the guilt building up inside. Once down to minimums, Juna threw the full weight of the Force into her voice and said, “You were having a bad dream.”

“I’m…what?” Greta didn’t seem fazed, but her struggle to answer told Juna that Affect Mind was working.

With more effort, drawing on her anger towards Prophet, a chill ran down her back when she said, “You were having a bad dream.”

“I was having a bad…dream.”

“Everything is all right now.”

“Everything…all right now.”

“Why don’t you go back to bed?”

“Why don’t I go back to bed?” 

Juna just pulled away a little and gave her a small kiss on the cheek. Greta looked dazed, but smiled and shuffled off. She whispered out of the woman’s earshot, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry,” mumbled Greta as she continued on her hypnotized way. If all went well, Greta was going right back to her room to sleep until someone waked her up. It was another little trick she learned thanks to the little green Jedi Master, with some inspiration courtesy of Qualeggoes for using a similar technique on Alouha Bitter.

Once she was confident the trance would hold, Juna said, “Artee, start warming up the repulsorlift generators for flight.” 

Artee acknowledged her command as she climbed up the ascension stairwell and got into the cockpit. Her body found itself molding into her broken-in seat and all her guilt, all her worries had vanished; this was her actual world, that in the seat of a craft ready for a dogfight. She was born to fly, and if she were born with wings she would have been flying before she could walk. With her body relaxing and her mind clearing, Juna flipped the repulsor generators to full power and the ship began to float. Moving her stick just a little forward, the fighter crawled so slowly a sprinter could outrun it, but if she went to even quarter impulse the whine of the generators would wake up the entire house.

Soon the Dragon Leader N-One Customized exited the Hanger Bay and slid into the docking apparatus in the center of the Shadow Ring. The magnetic fields bit between the two metallic objects, and Juna’s heads up display came alive with the Shadow Ring’s master control program. Through that she unlocked the drone ship from Stand By mode, and with a single stroke of a key the hovering ship took both the Shadow Ring and her fighter quietly away from Rapier Manor, hugging the treetops the best she could to avoid Nubian ground based sensors as long as she could; no one was in the Rapier Manor Tower, so no one was going to report her departure. Some miles away, she finally pulled back on the stick and the massive Shadow Ring shook and thundered her skyward towards space, the acceleration compensators of the structure falling into the yellow, but holding steady

Once she hit space, she unlocked the Shadow Ring from the hold of the drone ship and her fighter’s ion drive kicked to life. Juna didn’t bother to transmit anything to the Nubian carriers at the sentry line. Like a smuggler with spice, she pumped her fighter straight up in a Pirate’s Gambit, knowing that the maneuver would be sufficient enough put distance between herself and any craft they sent to investigate the strange vehicle that just lifted off Naboo; on their screens will be just a large, O-shaped superstructure with no weapons and since it came from Rapier Manor one would assume it to be a satellite or another one of Rapier R.D.S.’ advance prototype projects.

They would be half right.

Juna changed her direction and with coordinates set she entered hyperspace using her starfighter’s own hyperdrive motivator. In its current state, the Shadow Ring was not a fully functioning apparatus. It was a prototype unit in its early infancy and as she told Dizzy earlier today it has never been tested: so far so good. Her next stop wasn’t Sanctuary, but the closes heavy gravity shadow system to Naboo: Anbugus.

The operating theory behind the Shadow Ring was to use the hyper kinetic energy gravity shadows produced, the very energy that destroyed ships that ran into them, by means of locomotive reactive electromagnesium rods that traveled within the ring’s interior in positive action. In positive reaction the ring would produce a hyperbubble, a pocket of hyperspace kinetic energy that continued to use the gravity shadow energy and at the same time feed it around the ship at the perimeter of the ring; hence why the ring was so much bigger than the starfighter, so quantum vibration didn’t occur directly on the ship; a safety feature in which if the ring failed the ship could disengage, but even that was a dangerous risk. When the Shadow Ring was better researched, it was believed that a standard reactor core could power the ring and anyone, any ship, could take it anywhere and cut hyperspace travel times significantly; in fact Juna surmised if the Laws of Hyperdynamics and the Laws of Light Inertia were correct, the Shadow Ring would increase her dismal hyperspace maximum velocity as high as 80 percent.

However since the Shadow Ring was still an infant in the planning and development stage standard power supplies would not work, so that left her to try the initial ‘jump start’ idea she originally visualized and the company physicists deemed possible. In one hour she dropped out of light speed and before her was Anbugus, a white dwarf star with great heavy gravity. With the gravity tugging on the ring, the electromagnesium rod began to react by spinning within the ring; so indicated by the embedded sensors inside that kept track of its progress. To achieve hyperspace with the Shadow Ring, she had to perform the oldest trick in space flight; a gravitational sling shot maneuver. In theory, again, once the rod reached maximum velocity it would be at the point she breaks away from the star’s orbit, and based on her course the other gravity shadows will push her along all the way, or close to, Sanctuary in a near-to-straight line, one time hyperspace jump that used very little fuel.

Juna reached station keeping and began calculating the projections to Sanctuary from Anbugus using current math projection readings from the star, and then with the star Sanctuary was orbiting; relative to her current position, Sanctuary was actually behind her and above her. She was humbled enough by the long math equations despite her intelligence and knowledge to ask for help once she was done with the numbers. “Artee, does the math check out for you?”

Artee chattered away, and his support was sarcastically glowing: IF I SAY YES, WILL WE JUST PACK IT UP AND GO HOME?

She looked over her shoulder through the canopy to give him a glare. “Come on, Artee.”

With a long, drawn out warble, his answer: THE MATH CHECKS OUT, MY LADY. WE MUST MAINTAIN MAXIMUM THRUST THROUGH THE ENTIRE OPERATION. WE DO HAVE ONE PROBLEM; THE AUGMENTED SHIELDS YOU INSTALLED WILL NOT HOLD THROUGHOUT THE SLING SHOT MANEUVER. THE RADIATION FROM THE STAR IS TOO INTENSE. THEY WILL BE RENDERED USELESS UNTIL REPLACED.

Juna wasn’t deterred by the fact at all. “When do you expect failure?”

APPROXIMATELY ONE MINUTE, THRITY-SEVEN SECONDS INTO THE MANEUVER. THE MANEUVER WILL TAKE ONE MINUTE AND FORTY SECONDS TO PULL OUT.

“So what’s three seconds of gamma ray contamination compared to the rest of my life?” Juna approved the numbers and pumped them into the navigational computation array.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BIOLOGICAL AND MECHANICAL FAILURE, MY LADY, WHICH I MUST SAY THE LATTER OF THE TWO DOESN’T APPEAL TO ME AT ALL.

“I told you, you could have stayed home.” Juna gripped both controls hard and built up the power in the engines while maintaining position. 

Artee chattered away: AND MISS MY DEMISE?

“We’re not going to die.” When she said that, Juna believed it. In every fiber of her being she wasn’t going to die by radiation contamination. She wasn’t going to die because the Shadow Ring was a disaster waiting to happen. She wasn’t going to loose her life when she confronted Magus Prophet. No, she wasn’t going to die.

“Here we go, Artee,” after holding in a breath. “Max power.” Juna finally released the repulsor breaks and the acceleration slammed her into the chair. 

In two seconds the nimble craft hit it’s maximum sublight velocity. Both Juna and Artee piloted the craft to hold it steady against the pull of the dense gravity that threatened to pull them in. The star’s glare finally came into view based on their approach, and the sunshade filters in her goggles and the cockpit canopy turned dark amber. Radiation alarms went off, and with a flick of the switch the new and improved shields came to life, shields that barely fitted in the small fighter’s shell; thanks to Dizzy, who had experience in making square pegs fit in pin point size holes when it came to starships, they were able to install the bulky generator. 

The vessel combination of the Dragon and the Shadow Ring began to vibrate, shaking both structure and maiden voyager occupants. Juna knew they couldn’t be off during the maneuver or the plotted course objectives wouldn’t be met; they could run into gravity shadows with harm, but they still couldn’t run into the mass objects that made those gravity shadows. Add to it the scary fact that her course was off the beaten hyperspace pathways and trade routes, and there were more than just planets and other free-floating matter to worry about.

But she knew she wasn’t going to die. Not now.

The Dragon-Shadow Ring hybrid entered the projected orbit to begin the slingshot, and the Shadow Ring came more to life. The rod responsible for the propulsion spun with such intensity as it reacted to the gravity placed on it that it began to glow visibly through the metal housing, like a lighted ball being spun in a children’s railed gyroscope. The glow amplified, and as the progress continued a visible energy field began to surround the vessel. The vibrations began to dissipate, and Juna could keep her teeth from chattering loose, as the Shadow Ring began to channel the power of gravity shadows through its frame. On her heads up display she watched her fighter’s top speed now being surpassed. The Shadow Ring’s own speed-readings increased and began an automated countdown based on the readings to achieving hyperspace.

Artee let out a warning warble: SHIELDS FAILING, MY LADY.

The Shadow Ring readings began to flash all green. “Here we go, Artee.” Juna shut off the manual override once the clock reached zero…

The star vanished, and the familiar appearance of star lines indicating a hyperspace jump in progress didn’t happen. Instead all the light seemed to collapse at one point straight ahead, in line with the center terminus of the Shadow Ring. The next moment the light flashed at them, it’s brilliance brighter than the solar shading could handle. Juna put a hand up to her eyes in response, but the brightness faded away. A hyperspace tunnel replaced it, but unlike the blue-white hue associated with such tunnels this one was a psychedelic show of all sorts of colors that had uniformity to it. 

“Whoa,” said Juna a bit spellbound. She shook her head because if she kept staring at the rolling kaleidoscope she was going to be hypnotized it. “Artee, you still with me?”

WOW, THE COLORS…

“Artee?”

OH? OH! YES, I’M HERE. WE’RE BOTH HERE. IT WORKS!

“As if you had any doubt,” she teased. One look at the readings, she just shook her head. “Damn, it’s only going to take us three days to get there. That’s better than eighteen days.”

Artee was still quick to burst her bubble: THERE STILL ISN’T A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THREE AND EIGHTEEN. ITS STILL TIME STRAPPED INSIDE A FIGHTER WITHOUT A POTTY. HOW DO YOU GET AROUND THAT?

Juna knew that fact too well, and it had been a sticking point while planning her journey; one of a few sticking points she had to sort out. She didn’t want to take a large ship; a large, privately owned ship would look too suspicious upon leaving, and furthermore the Shadow Ring prototype was designed for smaller ships. Furthermore a large ship wouldn’t be the idea choice for a single individual to arrive in and have it greeted by the Republic fleet guarding Sanctuary. 

The sticking points lasted only a second. The main one was solved thanks once again to the collected knowledge of the two Jedi Masters that shared their knowledge with her. There was a technique she could use with the Force similar to a healing trance that put a person in a state of hibernation in which she would awaken by a predetermined time, or by a word, or by a noise.

Juna just sat back and said, “Simple. I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up by humming a few bars of Hoek von Evia when we’re about ready to come out of the jump.” She switched the transceiver to stand by mode, which could be overridden by Artee if need be to talk to her, and closed her eyes. Her body began to feel warm as she let the Force fill her, and with a few small breathes passing her lips her eyelids grew tremendously heavy, and in no time she fell sound asleep. 

She didn’t know if she would dream while in the trance. She hoped for no dreams, for she was no longer the dreamer.

She was the Krayt Dragon.

