CHAPTER 34.0

“In my heart and in my mind, the whole thing stinks like a Hutt using my bathroom,” said Muriel with enough bluster to wake the dead as she paced around Dace Palpatine’s living quarters in Rapier Manor, speaking to him in private. More or less, given that she had attended Naressa’s funeral only a few hours ago, which she was still wearing her funeral attire, the Alderaanian-Nubian red head found it metaphorically appropriate. Naressa was gone, but that didn’t mean she accepted it flatly and that be the end of it. Not with the possibility, in her opinion, of conspiracy behind the attack.  “That’s my feelings on the matter. This whole thing, from start to finish, was a set up. I know it, somebody tipped somebody off, or something planned way before hand.”

Dace threw up his hands to calm her from his seated position. “Relax, Muriel, I’m on your side in this matter. That’s why I wanted to talk to Juna in the first place. I wanted to get her impressions as to what happened and with I know from reactions in the Senate take some form of planned action to the King.”

Indeed that was why Juna had asked Muriel to front for her. Muriel couldn’t blame her for not wanting to talk to the former senator under the circumstances; sometimes Palpatine was a pushy sod, and he was trying to get too close to Juna’s liking. Muriel didn’t necessarily like it either for psychological and person reasons in regards to her best friend; Juna felt like a rape victim that couldn’t stop being raped, and it was to the point that stares alone made her feel violated. Since the attack the young woman has not dealt well with people she doesn’t know, or with people she wasn’t close to at the same level of friendship she has with, say, her former handmaidens or even Lady Terese as the minimum. Strictly colleagues, like Palpatine, like King Veruna, and so forth she had reservations with them touching her even if it was to shake her hand. 

General, it was just the male persuasion that she was leery of, thanks to Magus Prophet; undoubtedly Juna must of sensed his need to have her in a primitive, sexually charged sense a long time ago. Thank the Force for Enothchild Sarch; Juna felt comfortable around him because he understood her wishes without conveying them, and for having the hindsight to make sure Ros took that disgusting letter Prophet wrote to Juna away. A thoughtful, understanding man and a man who knew when to step up and when to back the hell off.

Unlike Palpatine, who needed to learn a thing or two about the way women worked. No wonder why he was alone with only a hand puppet for companionship Muriel thought a little Dizzy-like.

However she needed to indulge him for Juna’s sake and she was more than happy to do it for her friend. Maybe if she gave him enough conversation he would get the hint and stop. “Well, Juna is the last person you want to talk to about what happened. You got to think about her feelings in regards to this, Dace. You got to respect them.”

“I do respect them, and that’s the reason why she should seek justice,” he pointed out very bluntly. “They took away her innocence, and the only two beings she truly loved more than anything in the universe. That’s why she should talk about this and not just sit on her hands and do nothing.” He crossed his arms and looked at her with a slight frown. “Which I must say everyone else seems to want her to do just that. Sit and do nothing. I’ve been here for three days and that’s all I see her doing.”

“First of all I resent that,” said Muriel angrily. He was making it sound like they were manipulating Juna. “We’re not telling her to do anything. And what I mean by that is we are not putting a bunch of suggestions in her head.”

“Excuse me, when you say ‘we’ do you mean yourself, or everyone else? If it is the latter, then that means there is no voice on the opposite side of the spectrum to tell her to do something. If that’s so, then I resent that. I doubt very much you and the others tried very hard to stop her from quitting.”

“You’re right, we didn’t even try. You want to know why? Because her mother just died.” Muriel got up and began to pace around the room again to calm down. So much for a friendly discussion that might had satisfied his needs. She respected him, but not right at that moment. “The last thing any of us wanted to do was put her in a position with greater conscious consequence that would harm her more than she was hurting now. We let her decide, she made her choices and she is, and we are, and you should especially, taking the first steps with moving on.”

Palpatine leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Dear Muriel, I knew Naressa far longer than you have. She would not want her only daughter to sit back and doing nothing with her life, especially if it weren’t for the benefit of herself, or her people. None of you, besides Juna, are aware of that.”

Muriel felt her blood boil and shook a finger at him. “Don’t you ever think my friendship with her didn’t rate. I knew her for 13 years, and you know it’s not how long you know the person, it’s what you did with them in that time. I won’t have you, or anyone else, tell me I didn’t rate as her friend.” She pulled her hands behind her back, and clinched them into ready to throw fists, the Alderaanian Highlander in her getting restless. “What you say is true; Naressa wanted Juna to do something with her life, and do so with helping others. But just as recently as before the attack on us by the Vhinech she told Juna she didn’t care what she did with her life.”

“Emphasizing ‘before the attack’ of course,” he mused.

“Beside the point; Juna is a woman. She can make up her own mind now.”

“I agree, but no one is beyond the age of receiving advice and wisdom.”

“And no one is beyond the age of denying advice and wisdom.” Muriel calm down and laid her hands on the chair she once sat in. “And you should know she isn’t happy with you at the moment with you quitting. My advice to you is to stay away. When she’s ready to talk politics or anything else, she will come see you.”

“I finding your advice, or lack of advice, trivial.” He stood up and said curtly, “And I’m not happy about her quitting either, so the feeling is mutual. Under the circumstances at least it was based on the idea that I could help her through this because you, and whoever else is around her, is doing such an impeccable job.”

Muriel counted to ten, and got to ten very, very quickly. She wanted to say something to that, but instead she shook her head and proceeded towards the door; she wanted to be with her husband and not with this charming asshole. Finding her voice again, she said, “You know, I think I will give Juna some advice now. I think I’ll suggest to her that she tell you to go to hell.”

“Muriel, wait.”

She wasn’t going to hear it; in a free society that was her god given right. Muriel just stormed out of Palpatine’s room, leaving the old style wood door open and walked briskly for her and Dizzy’s room, located in the northern quadrant of Rapier Manor, leaving the upper half of the western quadrant and the failed attempt at information behind. She thought she could just slip past all the muck and go right to her thoughts on the whole matter; with Palpatine’s time in the Senate during the whole attack, he may have heard something, or saw something that suggested that perhaps the Trade Federation or somebody else knew or had a hand in the attack. If so it would clarify things by either eliminating suspects or continuing to suspect those who may be involved with the Vhinech.

Well, so much for that. Muriel emphasized it by slamming her room door hard. She had entered in the middle section of her very spacious living quarters, and so was close to the bedroom area. “Ahhhhhhhhhhh. The noise! Enough with the noise!”

Muriel heard Dizzy’s moaning cry and bunched her shoulders in too-late realization. She quietly entered to the bedroom section and took note of her drunken husband; he laid face down, half undressed, and with his hands over his large ears. She sat beside him and said softly, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, just don’t be so loud for the next few hours,” he mumbled into the blankets. She turned him over carefully and placed his large head in her lap. He looked up at her as she stroked his head, his large, black eyes reflectively shiny all over. “Oh, you don’t know how good that feels.”

She snickered and said, “I’ll remember that fact when I want to go somewhere you don’t like.” She shook her head. “You really must have been filled with grief.”

“Yup, and now I’m filled with equal amounts of whiskey.” His large eyes crossed a bit, traces of the whites appearing on the far side rimes. “I told myself a shot…or two dozen,” Muriel smiled and shook her head again, “and that’s all. Instead, I think had the whole fricking cart.” He reached up and cupped her face with his three finger-one thumb hand. “I miss her, and…and I almost lost you.”

“Hush now,” she said, drawing his head to her heart. “Don’t let the liquid mourning get the best of you. I’m here, and I’m fine.” Muriel kissed the top of his head and continued to rub his ears. “I’m not leaving you. Not for a nanosecond. Not ever.”

With the other things on her mind, she felt she needed to steer him towards it. “I had that talk with the good senator. I wished I hadn’t.”

“No good, eh,” he mumbled with his face buried in her breast.

“No. All he wanted to do was talk about Juna.”

Dizzy pulled up and burped. “I knew it. The guy is lonely.”

“No, it isn’t like that at all you silly mouse,” she said to correct him. He told her thoughts on the subject of Palpatine possible hitting on Juna. They were outrageous. “More or less he thinks without admitting it that he wants to step into Naressa’s place.”

He frowned. “He’s going to become a woman?”

“No, Dizzy, he wants to be her mentor of sorts, like Naressa was.”

Dizzy shook his head in disgust and began to stand up. “I should go over there and kick his pompous ass all over the room. He isn’t her daddy, and he sure isn’t going to be her mommy either.”

Muriel pulled him down and said, “You won’t do that, Arnes! You’re staying put.” She continued when he sat back down. “He got the hint to stay away from her. Unfortunately I didn’t get any information out of him regarding the Senate in regards to the attack.”

He sighed and laid down on the bed beside her sitting form. “So where does that leave us with things?”

“Back to the Jedi Order, believe it or not.” She laid beside him and snuggled up to his smaller body. “Enothchild believes that solider. The Vhinech learned about the ysalamiri from somewhere. I mean they just didn’t stumble across it. I even checked the Grand Library’s computer; ysalamiri is mentioned in zoology references, but nothing about those things inhibiting the Force. Like he said only Jedi Masters at high levels of achievement know about them.”

Dizzy blew out stinky breath of alcohol, letting it flub his large lips. “Well, why not have rogues in the Brown Robe Society? Ol’ Bantha Head told me many a time that fallen Jedi happen and no one know it. He mentioned some bozos called the Castrations who like became the first Sith Lords.”

“Castrations?” 

He shook his head. “No, wrong word. It was…Castrations. Yeah.” 

Muriel sighed; he was a little over drunk, no question. Dizzy rambled on. “Anyhoot, no one knew because the dark side was hard to see, or some crap like that. So unless someone like showed off no one knows who’s right and who’s wrong.”

“It makes sense.”

Dizzy shook his head. “It doesn’t. I mean not the explanation, but the concept.” He let his eyes closed. “Ever hear of ‘just following orders’?”

Muriel looked at him and let out a huff. “Well, yeah.”

“Well, a solider kills some innocent being, and does so because that was his orders.” He opened his eyes again. “It isn’t about following orders. It’s about the principal behind them. As if it were the right thing to do.”

“Okay, I follow,” she said. There was a long pause. “Dizzy?” He didn’t answer. “Dizzy?” She got up to his ear. “DIZZY!”

“AGH! The noise again.” He covered his ears. “I wasn’t asleep. I was thinking.”

“Sorry.”

He opened his eyes and finally said, “Well, if it is a Jedi helping the Vhinech, they must think it is the right thing to do. Let’s face it you and I knew what Naressa could do Force wise. Enothchild said Juna was stronger.”

“But you’re suggesting that the Jedi Order knows about Naressa being dark.”

“I didn’t say the whole Order.” Dizzy closed his eyes for good. “Just a Jedi. One Jedi, like a card cheat at the sabacc table with a reverse jammer that overrides the null field. That way…conspiracy…”

“Is never revealed,” Muriel said, finishing her husband’s passing out statement. Looking at his form and sighing, she said, “Why are you so smart when you’re drunk?”

Dizzy’s answer was passing gas. Smiling, she threw her arm around him and held him, a little more disturbed about the Jedi being involved in the attack. The lone Jedi theory made sense, and what made even more scarier sense was that Dizzy was right about the principals of the matter. After all, the whole Dark Hope deal Enothchild told her about seemed to fit around Juna too well. Not only that the Jedi had predicted such a person would be a destroyer of Light. If so, that would mean such a being would threaten the Jedi’s existence and not just the galaxy. She hated to see them in such self-preserving light, but it had to be there. 

However if Juna were indeed this creature of terrible darkness, which Muriel didn’t buy for a second, then why would they help the Vhinech kidnap her? Prophet doesn’t want her dead Prophet wants to make her his bride. Were they gambling on him, being a monster of evil, killing her because she rejected him? After looking at that letter and those drawings, Muriel knew Prophet wouldn’t even think of killing Juna. He worshipped her like a deity, and offered his soul, if he had one, to her.

It was baffling, and she had wished Palpatine had given her something in the way of the Senate. That way she wouldn’t have been disturbed by the ramifications of the very symbols of peace and justice wanting to kill an innocent person because she was born.

CHAPTER 34.1

Not what he had hoped for, Dace left his room and headed in a northerly direction for Juna’s room, no longer content with having to deal with her friends and colleagues as in-betweens. He tried to talk to her about her future, especially in politics just to get her within a common ground, and then eventually talk about the attack itself, eventually try to get her to reveal how the Vhinech were able to overtake her mother without actually revealing that he knew her mother used the Force; a tall order really, considering he just struck out with Muriel Thahada Arnes; that woman was all ready suspicious about something but without using the Force due to the Jedi’s presence he would have to guess.

That could wait, for Juna did have the answer to that as well. He had waited long enough. Nothing was going to stop him, and no one was going to hinder his progress.

Dace walked around the bend and walked past a couple in their thirties that appeared to be one of the many families still remaining behind to enjoy Juna’s hospitality. But as they round the bend to head north, the man lifted up the woman’s hand, kissed it, and said in the ring, “Senator is coming your way from the south quadrant.” Once finished, the undercover Guardians continued their walk around the building.

Unaware, Dace continued the long walk towards Juna’s room, which took up a small part of Rapier Manors west quadrant and was only a few hundred yards from her favorite place in the entire house, the Grand Library. The room was also not far from the late Naressa Rapier’s domicile; no coincidence in his mind why she relocated to there than say in the central area of the mansion, which with the vast trinkets and treasures there was the most highly secured place to be save for the basement levels.

Dace was certain to rid her of the sentimentalism when he finally took her away from all of this. There was no need for her to continue to embrace and love her mother’s memory, but to use her death as the proper mode for revenge. Use it against the Vhinech and Prophet, and eventually use it against the Jedi.

He saw her doorway and slowed his pace just a little so it seemed he wasn’t rushing. The doors to the room were hidden by a large, recessed archway that hid the doors from the naked eye from afar, but once one got close enough you could see the doors. Working up a sympathetic smile, he continued on towards the archway.

Just as the second door came into view, Enothchild Sarch appeared standing next to the inner wall. The recess was deep enough to hide his massive, Vhinphyckian form, and the shadows aided in his concealment. With hood up over his head, he said, “Evening, Senator. How can I help you?”

His smile fading a bit, he said, “Good evening, Master Jedi. I was hoping to see Lady Angelleia.”

He looked at his chorno and mused, “A little late in the evening for that isn’t it? Besides that, she isn’t feeling well.”

“I promise not to keep her up that long. Besides that, she doesn’t need to wake up by a certain time anymore, and clearly I am no threat, so why should that worry you?”

“I’m not worried about her sleeping habits.” Enothchild stood up a little straighter, showing off his full height and full width. “Just the company she keeps when she is awake.”

There was a silence between the two; Enothchild was calm and clear of mind, Dace was agitated but smiled in amusement, letting a huff escape his lips. “You Jedi Knights never cease to amaze me. I thought you were beyond contempt over others.”

It was Enothchild’s turn to smirk. When he did smirk, there was a ripple of displeasure that was faintly noticeable in Dace’s body. “Well I thought I would never see the day that a Senator didn’t hear the horror stories about Nadja Moranna and her contempt over them. That’s usually the first thing told to all new Senators at Initiation Day; to scare the lemonade out of them, but more importantly teach them what not to do.

“I guess you were either not there during the discussion, or you are an honest to Force changer-of-the-status-quo, damn-the-powers-that-be, ‘I-do-eat-my-Mom’s-duku nut-pie’ kind of man, and therefore you don’t worry over Jedi looking over your shoulder because you’re not doing anything wrong.” 

Dace let a smirk now grace his face. “I assume that must trouble a man such as yourself that lives by a proper philosophy and the air of continuous suspicion.”

Enothchild shook his head. “Not at all. It means you will be answering my questions truthfully if the latter were the case.” 

“Excuse me? Are you saying I did something wrong that I would need an attorney?”

Enothchild raised his hand to calm him. “I was just curious about your thoughts in regards to the speech Pirus Krendel made a week ago on Uiennar. About Bendian supposedly not being Juna’s father.” He leaned his large body against the wall to his right. “You know, Naressa supposedly having an extramarital affair. That allegation prompted Juna to leave Naboo in the first place.”

Dace relaxed a little and let his shoulders drop, not too sure where the Jedi was going with this conversation based on what he just said a moment ago so he was still cautious. “Appalled beyond disgust,” he said, strolling over to the opposite wall and leaning his back against it; a way of body language showing that he was willing to talk about it. “Naressa was a good woman, beyond such decadent villainy, even when Bendian was not.”

“Decadent villainy?” Enothchild’s eyebrows raised up in short surprise. “I’m surprised, Senator, that you stayed Bendian’s friend if you felt that way towards adultery.”

Dace looked at him with a slight glare, and then said, “You must think I’m a lowdown opportunist.”

“The thought crossed my mind. All politicians are.”

“You see Juna in that same light? She was a politician.”

There was a pause, but Enothchild just smiled. “Juna was a leader that sought change and stuck to her beliefs. That isn’t being a politician, that’s being an icon of what she believes in.” He gestured towards Dace. “Am I wrong?”

Dace shrugged his shoulders. “Points of view notwithstanding, I would have to admit you are right on all regards.” He crossed his arms in front of him. “I admit it, I rode Bendian’s tails as if it were a surf board. But I did admire his work efforts in the Senate and his commitment to the people. Those elements was what we shared, and that lead to our friendship.”

“So help me understand; through the friendship you condoned the adultery?”

“Not at all,” he deflected, but showed no visible signs of being insulted. “But I realized that if I said something out loud, the friendship would be more than over. My political career was too transfixed with Bendian. It would be guilt by association. And if the people didn’t end it, Bendian sure would.” Dace shook his head and stepped away from the wall, gesturing towards the surroundings around them. “You see all this? When I was born, or even when I started in politics, I didn’t even have a small fraction of what the Rapier Clan had in power. Believe it or not, like it or not, Bendian Rapier owned Naboo and he owned half the Republic while he was in the Senate. If he would have became Supreme Chancellor, he would have controlled it all with that anti-socialist charisma everyone loved to hate but couldn’t do anything about.”

Dace crossed his arms again. “I’m just some foster child that benefited from their charity. Even now I’m nowhere close to them in power, so you can imagine when Bendian was alive, still in the Senate, what would happen to those charitable contributions if I came out and told everyone ‘Bendian sleeps on his wife’. Oh, everyone on Naboo knew about it, from the peasants in the oceans right up to the Throne, but they were waiting for one person to sacrifice themselves before they came out and said it themselves.” 

Enothchild kind of smirked and said, “No one wanted to be an unremembered as a political dead martyr.”

“And you, Master Jedi, are so right about that.” Dace found his way back to the wall and said, “You have to admire that. I sure as hell did. Call it fear or respect, but if one didn’t believe in one or the other then they were obviously of no consequence to Bendian, and therefore when he ignored them, everyone else did. Bendian was my friend, but at the same time he was my potential hell if I didn’t play along.”

Enothchild nodded in understanding; Bendian Rapier was like that. He was overbearing and dominating, and having watched him in action and heard about his behind the scenes exploits it was no wonder beings feared, very little of them respected, him. That persona changed a little when he left the Senate and Juna was born. Naressa had to figure in it too. “So you felt a sense of great fear induced pride going along with the lie whenever you saw Naressa here?”

“As if I had a choice.”

“Everyone has a choice.”

“No, sir, no one in my position had a choice,” he said adamantly. Sighing, he looked off a little past Enothchild. “I hated it. Naressa was too kind to me. But let’s face it she wasn’t the Senator and I didn’t work for her. Besides that she told me she knew a long time ago about Bendian’s infidelity nearly a month before he stepped down. When she confronted me with the facts, I admitted to her what I knew. She forgave me, saying that fear was a warden that imprisoned even the strongest of wills in a cell of despair. I was a prisoner of my fears towards her husband, and so the crime and the punishment were one and the same.”

“She did have a way with words, didn’t she?” Enothchild noted somberly.

“One of the many ways that made her the very example of charm and grace, Master Jedi. Of course, you know that first hand with your experiences with her.” Dace noted there was a brief resignation in his form. “I mean she let you stay here to heal from your wounds caused by the horrible thing Magus Prophet as an example. With that, and everything else you and I know about her and what we discussed just now, you think she would do such a thing as sleep behind her cheating husband’s back?”

Enothchild rolled his eyes a little. “It’s not a question if she would, it is if she did. You see, after seeing the footage of the press conference a few days ago, I don’t believe what Krendel said was factually complete, but damn it sounded very convincingly true; no wonder why Juna left for Uiennar was the first thought that popped in my head; you know how Juna is when someone talks about her father in ill light. This is different, though; it was so malice it couldn’t be a lie to Juna so suppose, just suppose, what if it were true?”

“Then I would say you, like his fellow fishermen, bought into the schemes of a very clever liar hook, line, and sinker as the old saying goes, Master Jedi,” said Dace with resentment. “Krendel is the worst kind of politician.”

“And that is what gets me,” Enothchild said with a point of his finger towards Dace to indicate the Human hit his discussion point right on the button. “Krendel is a politician, an opportunist, that should have gone further in his speculative rant and accused someone of being Juna’s real father if it were true.”

Enothchild stood up again, moving towards the middle of the doorway to get closer to Palpatine. “In my life I’ve learned many things, and I know people like Krendel, like Bendian, and yes like you. You are survivors in a system you have all designed to take you apart if you challenge it in any small way, or you bare anything that resembles a conscious. There is always a collective political centerpiece everyone accepts and practically worships, or like an alpha male gundark, which the other gundark follow and obey. You either side with the biggest gundark, or you hunt it down and kill it.” He shook his head again. “But you’re smart enough to know when you do either, you think ahead of time. Especially when you go for the kill, because if you don’t have enough ammunition, then you’re not going to put down that pissed off gundark of power afterwards. 

“Krendel goes and makes an announcement that Queen Angelleia is a byproduct of adultery between Naressa Rapier and person’s unknown. Now, being the opportunist he is known to be and if he saw something that kind of stated exactly that, then he should have came out and say…I don’t know…that Juna was the outcome of an affair between Naressa…and you.”

Dace’s features grew a little dark for a moment. He then just smiled and said, “Of course that’s just absurd. Naressa and me? That is as unbelievable as saying you and her had an affair.” He clearly had enough, and he began to move towards Juna’s door to knock on it. However Enothchild’s large arm methodically stretched across the archway and cut him off. “Look, it’s clear you have proper but out of context in it's entirely perceptions of me, so I’m not going to dabble in this bunk of suspicion of yours. But let me assure you I am only trying to console Juna. You act like I am trying to harm her.”

“I don’t know why I think that,” said Enothchild. “Maybe because you quit the Senate for no good reason other than to get close to her. To console her as it were. You make efforts to get as close as possible to her when she doesn’t want you near her. So understand, since I see you as an opportunist, and that she’s been through a lot the past week or so, why I have my reservations.” He finally shook his head to emphasize denying Dace from seeing her. “You shouldn’t keep trying to see her. Juna’s life is changing for the better. Politics and power grabbing will no longer dominate her life, and I won’t allow you to use her as a pawn in such matters, either by sweet talk or blackmail.”

“Well I don’t recall hearing her tell me to go away, so I can see her whenever I want.” Dace this time went to go around Enothchild, however the Jedi Master put his hand on his chest and encouraged him with little physical effort to take a few steps back. Enothchild in fact walked with him until both men were right in the middle of the large hallway. 

Annoyed and calm, Dace looked up at the taller man and said, “Let’s not be too hasty here, Master Jedi. After all, I am a Senator.”

“You were a Senator,” Enothchild corrected, “And even if you were still one, I could care less. Like Bendian before you, you may think you are above the law, but you are not out of my reach.”

“Yet I am still a registered member of the Royal Court of Naboo as a mediator.”

“Whoop dum dee do. You’re still not seeing her.”

Dace pulled away from Enothchild’s grasp and straightened his long jacket. Undeterred, he triumphantly challenged at him, “Oh really? What, are you her father?”

Enothchild, not missing a beat, said accusingly, “Are you?”

CHAPTER 34.2

For a considerable amount of time, a silence that lasted too long during the middle of a heated conversation, Dace Palpatine thought privately one thing to himself; he totally underestimated Enothchild Sarch. He wasn’t the prototype Jedi he had encountered on Coruscant, and although he wasn’t like his infamous Jed Master there was traces of her intellectual heritage coming through his voice and his eyes. The way he engaged the conversation was both interrogative and confessional listening; one way or another he was trying to find the truth and he used both ways of approach equally until he settled on one he knew would yield results. 

Now he knew where Sarch was going with this; the announcement’s accusation, and what the Jedi saw him and Naressa did 10 years ago just outside Juna’s room. He saw him caress Naressa’s cheek, just as she was going to tell him something; something, regretfully at the time, she never really said but he figured that she was going to say that she loved him. Undoubtedly, Sarch must have had a hell of time back then buying the notion that Bendian helped fathered such a powerful little girl; Naressa was strong in the Force, and any offspring she bore of course would be just as powerful. However the laws of the natural universe applied; another strong infusion of the Force would make the child stronger than her birth parents, while a weaker infusion would have the opposite affect; either the child would be a little stronger, the same strength, or a little weaker. 

Juna was far stronger than her mother and Sarch knew it, so he had his suspicions in regards to Bendian, probably the weakest being in the Force Dace had ever sensed, having fathered Juna. With the allegation of Naressa’s infidelity arising from Krendel’s Vhinech supplied mouth it has stirred up those thoughts again in the Jedi Master. Dace imagined that somewhere in that thick, horned, bastard skull of Sarch’s was the Jedi Enlightenments etched in pure and sickening light side gold about the Dark Hope and all the interpretations extending from it, including the possibility of the Sith being reborn; of course if they only knew the truth that the Sith didn’t die…

But that was just it; Dace could see it in his eyes that he kept the possibility that the Sith didn’t die with Darth Nefarious and his pregnant ‘wife’ all those years ago in mind. What did Naressa tell him? Exactly what details were revealed to Sarch? Based on their last conversation together 8 years ago it seemed Naressa didn’t tell Sarch much.

But what if she did tell him some things? What if he all ready knew he was Juna’s real father, that Naressa told him, and was testing him to see if he would deny it?

Then again why was the conversation ever brought up? Somehow it didn’t seem to Dace that it actually had anything due to him unwittingly influencing Juna during her time of emotional strain, or that maybe he was Juna’s father, or even going so far as to say he was somehow connected to the whole plot to unseat Juna from the Throne by using both Krendel and the Vhinech; such an idea had entered Dace’s mind many times as a bases of strategy many times but he balked at the idea because it had tactical error written all over it.

No, it seemed personal, and it was beyond any acceptable Jedi norms that Dace knew of. 

He could only give Sarch one answer based on everything. “No, I am not Juna’s father. How dare you make such a claim? And you say you are Naressa’s friend. You are doing Krendel’s dirty work with accusing her of such…”

“Decadent villainy,” said Enothchild, using the very words he said just a short time ago to mock him. “Yes, Naressa was my friend. A good friend. But even friends, like anyone else, can have flaws, or even do the unthinkable, or commit unspeakable acts. Force believe me when I say I hope it isn’t true. Because if it is true, then the Vhinech know about it.” He leaned a little forward. “And Prophet will use that knowledge to obtain Juna, being the opportunist that he is.”

“You put Naressa in league with that monster-.”

“I don’t. However I can’t say the same for you since, like Prophet, you are an opportunist that is potentially destructive.” Enothchild leaned in as close as it was possible to get to his face short of meeting together like Siamese twins and said quietly, “I know you and Naressa had more than just a falling out politically some time ago. She spent the last few years contemplating suicide because of what you said, and I can’t help to think what it was. Probably something to do with you, her, and Juna. Maybe you wanted to continue a relationship. Maybe you felt used by her and you wanted revenge on some level. Perhaps you blackmailed her to accept your advances.”

“That’s disgusting,” he replied, keeping his anger and his contempt to a minimum.

“Silence in exchange for sex is older than the discovery of the atom. Keeping you quiet means Juna’s political career continues, and Naressa desperately wanted her daughter to achieve greatness and do good for the people when Naressa herself, and she has admitted this to me, was bad. Maybe you’re right; you are a man of some integrity so you don’t get to ‘press the flesh’.” He gestured around them. “Look around us, you don’t have a fraction of this. You said so yourself. If you did have a fraction of this, though, you would have a very long, and eventually a very powerful, political career.”

Palpatine began to sweat just a little; he felt a tear of sweat dribble from his forehead and down into his brow. The Jedi was not very far off from the truth, and it was so close to it he had to wonder again what Naressa had told him. Was this a trap, a much more devised and clever way to not just reveal to the Jedi that he was not only Juna’s real father but also something more devious? “This is so very sick.”

“What’s sick sir is when someone like you prays on someone like Naressa’s feelings to gain access, and then attempt to do so again to Juna to gain power. There is no way in the blue hell I’m going to let that process repeat itself, so consider yourself not warned by me. Consider yourself threatened by me.” He stood up a little taller, to get out of Dace’s face to look down at him contemptuously. “So if you have anything you are keeping from Juna, from me, or from the universe, then its time to be a man and admit it.”

An audible beep cut through the chatter and the stares, and it took a moment for Dace to realize that it was coming from his belt. Not taking his gray eyes off Sarch, he reached down and pulled out his little alert messenger. His eyes darted and read the message, and then frowned and read it again because he wasn’t sure if he read it right the first time. 

He put the messenger away; actually finding himself a little thankful for the timing of the message was absolutely perfect. “It appears I have grave news to attend to before the media storms my home in Theed. I must tend to a communiqué immediately before moving out.” Dace was right back in churning out the charm, showing no ill effects from the interrogation on the outside; inside he was still a bit pissed at the Jedi, and at the same time wanting to check out this message. “As for your insulting innuendo, I understand now why you have such suspicions. But rest assured, Master Jedi, Krendel’s accusations have no foundation and they are completely untrue. Now excuse me.”

Dace stepped away from Sarch and headed for his room. He got about 10 paces away when Sarch suddenly said, “I hope you’re right for Juna’s sake. Force knows what she would do.”

Probably embrace me as her father if you would have allowed me to talk to her tonight. Dace thought to himself as he kept walking. I had it all figured out, how I was going to address it and carefully weave my way into her graces. Then I would eventually convince her to get rid of you, and Thahada, and her husband, and begin showing her the ways of the Dark Side. But no, you had to stop me, and you made such a strong case to stop me. He shook his head at that as he entered his room, closed the door, locked it, and like in every Rapier Manor room activated a privacy field that kept listening devices and other surveillance means from violating his privacy, which also included activating the quadruple-pyramid encryption coding in the transmission equipment to keep transmissions of any type ultra private. 
The communications system beeped ready after it had warmed up, and Dace tuned the frequency to his private comm line account. In the holographic field array, a six-inch holoimage appeared, and to his surprise it wasn’t his house security agent; supposedly the one who sent the message to contact him about a trespassing incident that involved serious, but not life threatening, injury to the violator. It was Sith Caretaker Sele Nevere, and she said, “Senator, its Sele Nevere. I’m sorry to have to report this, but your lady friend Rune is dead; she died earlier today in your home. Don’t contact me, just go home.” The message ended, and the option to erase appeared.

Dace erased the message, but he felt a sudden rush of adrenaline fill him that seemingly kept it so very fresh in his mind. It was too good to be true, but Sele was too loyal to lie to him; Naressa, Dark Side only knows how, was not only alive, but she was alive AND on Korriban! The message to contact him and the message he just saw were tied together in an elaborate way. ‘Trespassing and Rune is dead’ was code speak obviously for Naressa arriving unexpectedly on Korriban and was still alive; there was such an emphasis on ‘serious, but not life threatening, injury’ in that little message he received to indicate that. But that last part, the part about not contacting her, made no sense.

Dace quickly ran a check on a hunch and found on his private comm records that the transmission was made from a ship, parts unknown. Apparently something must have happened to the main transmitter on Korriban and they couldn’t communicate. If he transmitted back, that would make a coincidental transmission to him a little more odd. 

For once the old Sith’s Hand showed some ingenious hindsight; Sele ran the short message through the Republic commercial trunks and made the message inconsequential to anyone that tried to listen to the trillions of communications running through this particular system during any given minute to find something of tactical or extortive value. Unlike her attempt and failure at securing Juna from her protective position through Krendel when Naressa wasn’t paying attention, this looked very well thought out and researched. Perhaps he was correct in sparring her life for her failure after all.

However, their was a standing order to kill Naressa on sight if she, miraculously, had left Naboo and landed at any Sith installation. That part of him, that part that hated her, resurfaced and it brought him back down to Naboo with the good thoughts about Naressa being alive. Ever since the night they had the falling out 8 years ago, when she revealed to him that she knew where the Sith strongholds were, he made it adamant to everyone in the Sith Order to kill her if she did arrive. Yet Sele sparred her life even when it sounded like she had the advantage to kill Naressa. 

With those thoughts in mind, Juna would have to wait; she would be around, he was sure of it. Her grief had a hold on her that would undoubtedly keep her here based on her unwillingness to talk to anyone. He had to leave and find out for himself directly why Naressa was spared. However it would be foolish for him to just leave her here alone, even with Sarch and the Guardians swarming all over the grounds. It was time to test the pupil. This will be a test of patience. 

There was a snag in contact, though; Naressa made many improvements to the security of Rapier Manor. He knew calls that were transmitted to unregistered locations would be put in security records through the transmitters in the room. If he even used his encrypted comm link to contact Lord Maul, the Guardians monitoring anything resembling an unauthorized transmission would beat down the door. Given where Maul was in relation to the mansion, he couldn’t necessarily contact him through normal means anyways. The Force was out of the question; it was conceivable that Sarch couldn’t sense it, but Juna would.

So that left an agreed upon before hand subterfuge. Dace went to his walk through windows and went out onto the deck, looked out into the distant hills for about five minutes, and then went back inside, leaving the door open. Thirty minutes later, as he was packing his things, Dace couldn’t feel the wind blowing in from the door anymore. Moving quietly, he reached the door way and mumbled to Maul, “No one spotted you.”

“No, my Master,” he said in a low whisper. “I came from the observation position as quickly as possible upon your signal. The security is a lot better than we had anticipated, but not absolutely impenetrable. There was something else though.”

“Something suspicious?”

“I think so,” said Maul, now looking back towards the hills, then moved his eyes closer. “Even without using the Force, I feel we are being watched. Especially when you emerged from this room to stand out on the foyer.”

Dace drew his apprentice into the shadows of the entryway and looked out into the night for a period time. Something told him inside that there was something amidst. However he couldn’t call upon the Dark Side to reveal why without screaming who he was to Sarch or Juna. It had to be someone, a being, possibly even a Vhinech out there making them weary. And undoubtedly they were Force Hiding to cover their presence if it’s more than one.

Then again, that made no sense and he could feel it. First of all one Vhinech spying made better sense than a sizeable force that could be challenged by Rapier Manor’s new and improved defenses; Dace could see ‘Anti-Force user’ written all over the placements; Naressa’s doing no less, and she knew all the tricks. Another thing that came up in his thinking was that if they were Force Hiding, even one, wouldn’t Juna had sensed it? In his research of Sith Maidens back on Korriban, he discovered that they had this knack of ‘scenting out’ tricks in the Force; they grow accustom to them, and therefore things like Force Hiding don’t work after the second, or even the first, try. And their mental impressions weren’t immune to Juna’s senses, or neither the Jedi.

Perhaps both he and Maul were wrong. Or maybe the both of them should sneak out there and start a hunt, where their Force signatures were harder to detect due to distance.

Or maybe it would be more efficient to find out what the Vhinech was doing actually on Naboo. “Lord Maul, I signaled you because I have to return to Korriban. There is an emergency there that must be taken care of. Your assignment is to stay here on Naboo until I call upon you. While here, I want you to monitor everything. I’m curious to see if we have a Jawa in the supply closet as it were.”

There were hints of satisfaction and disgust radiating from his body, a mission but not one where he couldn’t use his warrior skills. “Yes, my Master.”

“Contact me if anything of value happens. And Lore Maul, do not engage anyone in combat. I want full stealth at all times.” He then gestured for him to begin to leave. “However if you must to protect the Sith, use whatever means necessary for you to secure it.”

“Yes Master,” he said gravely, and with a rustle of fabric he quickly vanished out the door and faded into the shadows.

CHAPTER 34.3

Only two hundred feet away, up high in a sprangum spruce within the walls of Rapier Manor, Magus Servant had tried to locate Senator Palpatine for days, having no luck finding his room on his own, and of course the funeral for Naressa Rapier was too crowded with mourners and the hired security hands and had to stay away. Just returning tonight after the funeral, he finally struck pay dirt with his appearance on the foyer not so far away from him. He grinned, reaching behind him passed his ysalamiri back pack to pull out his sniper rifle, and began setting it up. 

It was more or less a dishonorable way to kill someone, but according to Magus Prophet Dace Palpatine, a Sith, was anything but honorable, therefore he did not deserve a warrior’s death; a fighting chance. If that was the case, then so be it; he would put a round in his skull and in his heart and be done with him.

Servant was ready when his target walked back into the large mansion. No matter. Without using the Force to alert those in the house, he flipped on the high-powered night vision scope and began scanning the windows. He knew where Palpatine was now, so it was only a matter of time before he took the shot. He would kill him, jump out of the tree, and run like hell for his parked speeder hidden in the heavy brush down one of the nearby gorges.

The Human was moving in his room, and by the looks of things he was packing to leave. I guess my timing was too right he thought. He was about to kill him just before he left. All he had to do was…

There was a blur of movement under him, and he quickly pulled away from the scope to look down. With a forward flip, the shadow cleared the fence and was quickly across the main lawn, finally jumping for the raised foyer and chinning his way up and over the railing. He stopped right at the doorway, and was talking to Palpatine.

“His apprentice,” he said softly. Suddenly the apprentice was pulled in and Palpatine began looking around. “Frak.” Although well hid, Servant withdrew his sniper rifle and hid in the recesses of the tree, all the while keeping his eyes trained on his targets. They vanished in the shadows of the room for a moment of time, and then the apprentice reappeared and took off in another direction upon leaving. Servant kept his eyes on him the entire time, anticipating the possibility that he was spotted and the apprentice was trying to flank him.

That meant the risk at taking a shot at Palpatine were too high. He would do his task, yes, but he was no martyr. Servant felt he had more to give to the Vhinech cause and he wasn’t going to foolishly sacrifice himself now. He sat back up and scoped Palpatine in his cross hairs. He put his finger on the trigger, targeting the Human’s head, and thought BANG! 

Servant waited until the dawn was almost up to leave, but not before taking note of the space vehicle that took off from Rapier Manor’s underground hanger. Palpatine’s ship no less, and all appreciation towards the Sith’s apprentice presumably still out in the wilds, he couldn’t get back to his ship in time to track him. All he could do was report to Prophet via a transmission through the intelligence network, and wonder what his reaction would be.
