CHAPTER 9.0
While on the way to Septaria from Mesuera in her private office quarters on board the Flora Noir, Juna was supposed to be busing herself with research on various subjects, primarily with the reason why she was going to Septaria. The subjects were laid out on a number of data pads that were all tied into the encrypted stream of the ultra-secret JBR Dependent Secured Network and its hidden database; created shortly after the Invasion of Naboo, the database held all the secrets related to the business and political dealings of the Rapier Clan Dynasty. All of them, or one at a time, could have been projected holographically from high end holographic emitters found throughout the room. She was supposed to be multitasking with the Septaria trip the top priority, but before her on holographic form above her desk was all the data related to the Breslin mission, including some new developments on items uncovered since the rescue of the hostages. The new developments did not calm her worries.
Sporting a conservative business dress that mirrored the color, cut, and pattern of one of her late Father’s favorites suits, Juna had loosed the rope tie around her neck and unbuttoned the top of her dress down to reveal her necklace and fondled the wedding rings on it hours ago as she considered the latest details from Breslin. It started strangely when, on just a whim, a deep records check in the Rapier Protected Archives showed that Noss Phetter, the name the hostage-taking Garn had given Juna, had once been an employee of Rapier Technologies for ten years. 
A native Nubian from Theed, Phetter had been hired by Human Resources head Dana Faewil and placed in the low security section of Rapier Technologies Urgent Logistics Department. The details of Phetter’s work showed he was stable, safe, reliable, but unremarkable: someone not looking to get ahead in Rapier Technologies, which went against the norm of anyone seeking long term employment and the higher paydays. In the game of business, this was usually the sign that someone like Phetter was a corporate spy. Then again, there was no guarantee for anyone that there would be a job at the company from one day to the next, so most employees during Phetter’s tenure just held on tight to what they had and had the promotions come to them.
Noss Phetter held one lone distinction from the rest: his name was on the Stone of the Unforgotten, a monument in Theed Square that had etched in it the names of the two hundred and three Nubians that were missing since the Invasion of Naboo. Juna had seen the Trade Federation invasion coming days in advance and so had warned everyone she could. Her employees were all alerted and they had sent notice they were leaving the planet, including Phetter, but Phetter was never heard or seen from again. Juna had other people handling the human resources after the Battle of Naboo so she could concentrate on the rebuilding effort, in order to organize and prepare it all and personally call in all the favors that she could to get it done. Noss Phetter, like the other Nubians that were missing after action, vanished from the known universe. It was the Royal Crown’s opinion that some if not all of the missing Nubians were taken by the Trade Federation for their own political and profitable purposes. A Rapier Technologies’ employee, even a low level worker like Phetter, would be a valuable asset to the Trade Federation and would undoubtedly be subjected to severe interrogation.
However Juna was certain Phetter was alive, well, and not in the hands of the Trade Federation. It was not just the fact that the Garn gave a particular Nubian name up as his boss. Juna had seen the events of when the Geintaude hostages were being taken and where they had been taken four hours before it had occurred; line of sight problems prevented communication, and by the time Juna would have reached Geintaude the events would had unfolded, and thus she used the time given to her by destiny to prepare a rescue mission. Has she had become more ingrained with running a business that had around thirty thousand people currently employed by Rapier Technologies, Juna could feel the real dangers coming to them: the invasion and the hostages clearly showed that. Even the employees she did not know at all, Juna knew if they were going to be in dire trouble. Noss Phetter had never been in any mortal danger since the invasion.
Then again Juna did know better. Much of what she was thinking over in regards to Noss Phetter was pure conjecture. Not sensing Noss Phetter in danger since the invasion could mean the man was dead. And her ability to sense her employees in dire straits could not be totally reliable as it sounded. She had learned from Enothchild that such visions from the Force about others were more about the individual who saw the visions than it was the subjects in it. It did sound terribly selfish if not put in proper context, but the truth was what it was; otherwise the Jedi would have had a better saving-the-day percentage if they saw even one percent of all the dire events in the galaxy beforehand. That was the cruel reality of the Force itself; unless guided to such a destiny, a Jedi, or even a Sith for that matter, could not always see the danger ahead of them.
The Garn was not lying about the name; the Force would have told Juna he was lying. That left open a very plausible possibility, though highly improbable, that the brains of the operation used the name of Noss Phetter because he knew Noss Phetter had once been a Rapier Technologies employee that had been missing since the invasion. The person in question might have been trying to be cute, dropping the name in reference to the kidnapping just for their own sick kicks. It would not have been totally impossible to uncover Phetter’s employment to Rapier Technologies.

In another area of deduction, Enothchild had shown her the strength of her mind when it came to investigative plausibility, whereas to solve what appears to be an unintentionally narrow-minded crime, when in fact it was intentionally narrow-minded, one must believe it was planned at least by a broadminded entity or group. This vague, poorly trained group of desperate idiots with a terrible one to one hostage taker-to-victim ration, under the direction of someone they really did not know, kidnapped innocent civilians to make a ransom demand that was never going to be paid by reputation alone – and Juna was never going to pay any ransom. A serious group would had trained better, at least killed half the hostages to gain a better advantage, kept the hostages in space, kept themselves and the hostages mobile, and had a non-live broadcast method of communication. They would also know to check to see who they were trying to get credits from, realizing that the Lady Juna Rapier Angelleia was a former Queen of Naboo, a fighter pilot, an entrepreneur unafraid of hostile takeovers in business or in warfare, had thousands of connections with serious government powers in the galaxy, had solid connections with certain elements in the Fringe because of her friendship with Dizzy Arnes, once knew the Jedi Order well, and could use the Force. In spite of the heavy beatings Juna had taken the past fifteen years no other non-Hutt entity of wealth and power had her clout, her reputation, and such friends in high and low places.
She wanted to believe Noss Phetter was nothing more than a name used in a very elaborate, dangerously cleaver scheme. What stopped that belief was the appearance of the Wettlespear. The data from the MITES clarified not too long ago, showing clearly a Clawdite in Human form selling the deadly weapon to unidentified Human male. The true Human had added an Ilum crystal to the device before he fired it, but even with minimal analysis the crystal was peculiar; nothing concrete, however, on actually make up and origin. To her distress, the Wettlespear unleashed paraphasic energy; she knew of paraphasic theory for Rapier Technologies researched it just as it was developing its greatest achievement Saberhide body armor; the theories were used solely as a benchmark for the polymorphic carbonite composite research. The readings from the remaining operational MITES indicated the potential theories of paraphasic weaponry were proven true in that one shot; a low wattage weapon that could shoot through anything, even the pure energy of a lightsaber blade, and kill a life form instantly regardless where it was struck. The Human male that possessed the light, well hidden, easy to use Wettlespear had a terrible advantage.
Juna had a ninety percent image of the Human’s face and very little else go on. The man was in his mid-thirties to mid-forties, had no hair, eyes were unknown, and his clothes did not correspond to any known modern fabric or cut. The gold ore he carried in his sack was in its purest form, as if ‘fresh from the bakery’. He possessed no other identifiable marks. And to the point he looked nothing like the last image of Noss Phetter, for Juna considered this Human as the possible imposter. Yet, as easy as it was to do, Juna could not bring herself to say the man was the Noss Phetter she was looking for; something in the Force was telling her no.
Mind numbingly on the other hand the Noss Phetter name was only interesting because of Wettlespear. The name just did not appear out of the ether in the Rapier Archives. Juna searched as deep as time would allow her to the last few days, searching beyond the word ‘Wettlespear’, trying to find out how the central computer knew what it was. The name implied it was a manufacture product, at least manufacture by Rapier Technologies; otherwise the MITES and the computer would have identified it as a ‘discharging paraphasic device’, maybe even a ‘weapon of unknown origin firing an unknown energy’. Despite her best efforts in her search, so far, she could find no reason in the database to identify the weapon as it was. She did find a reference to the word ‘Wettle’; its Sithian roots made Juna’s blood turn bitter cold.
As Juna sat at her desk as the time passed, the more she thought about Breslin, the more she thought about all the coincidence, the more she thought it was all a show, a test, a demonstration, an audition. She held her rings tight in her right hand, and her left hand guided it all to lay over her heart. She had begun to think about her need to flee Naboo with her employees before the Invasion, how she could not convince herself to fight. She had ready made excuses, many of them for appropriate use, and yet she wanted to yell after she had used them that they were all a lie. 

It was a Sith Lord that Jedi Knight had killed in the Palace of Theed….
Nute Gunray and Rune Haako said a Darth Sidious commanded them to invade…..

“Mistress,” said Rose, entering through the open office door. Juna did not look at her as she kept holding her rings. Rose at first did not consider what was wrong. “Mistress, we are half an hour away from Septaria. Would you like to review your research for the meeting, or have something to eat first?”

Rose then noted the holographic image. She said, “The Noss Phetter imposter.”

“You drew that conclusion, too,” said Juna off handedly. “What other conclusions have your drawn.”
After a few long seconds, Rose said, “I have concluded that you would not like what I would have to say.” She closed her mouth tight and stood there, unblinking. She then said, “That was a joke.”

Juna worked her mouth around a little, trying not to smirk. But she said, “Well, a comedy duo needs a straight man.” She shook her head and rubbed at her eyes. “This is getting worse by the hour the longer I don’t have answers.”
After a few moments, Juna blew out held air and said, “I think the Sith had something to do with this kidnapping; the surviving Sith Lord anyways, probably pretending to be Noss Phetter. He knows of me and my abilities, and he had staged the kidnapping to test me. I passed, obviously, due to my skills and my anger; two areas any Sith would crave to have in their apprentice.” She gestured towards the holographic image of a bald headed, large Human with the Wettlespear on his right hand. “He lured me in with the kidnapping, and now he has something apparently my company has made, or at least had an interest or a hand in making it.”

When there was silence, Juna gestured towards Rose and said, “Did you draw that conclusion? Is that why you think I wouldn’t like what you would say? Please, in your typical pronouncement of how ‘great’ the dark side is, tell me that this is some dark blessing, that a Sith Lord has an interest in me. That this was indeed a test, and that he has something of mine to tease me into chasing him to Force knows where so he can either seduce me or kill me!” Juna’s voice rose in volume, matching her growing anger and frustration. She snapped “Don’t hold back, Rose, be romantic about it!!!”

Rose stood there as passive as one could be, hands together, not appearing to be thinking but instead waiting. She moved finally, strolling to the desk and placing her hands on it flat. “You have vital interests that have been compromised by this Sith Lord. He fears you, desperately so, thus why he sent his apprentice to Naboo during the occupation. A Master of the Dark Side would not compromise his taken position of power unless he either has no choice or it is safe to do so. If his apprentice finds you on Naboo, kills you, then the fear is diminished. If you are not here, however, it will gnaw on his mind for fear is a Dark Side trait. It will bother him why ‘Naboo’s Greatest Warrior’ left instead of fight. It undoubtedly bothers him now, because he has revealed the existence of the Sith and had not dealt with you first.
“A Master of Darkness is always looking for a pupil; he continues to look even as he trains one. The Sith Master is always looking for that one being that is powerful and easy to manipulate under his control. That craving for such power is in every Sith, in every creature that dares call themselves a Sith, for the Dark Side is power. He will risk his own existence to have such power, knowing full well that the power can turn against him. It is the risk however he is willing to take. A high risk for high gain: an apprentice that can give him the galaxy. The Sith Master is always looking for an apprentice that will bolster his own power.”
Rose slowly stood up and folded her hands together. “But he fears you, for what could he possible show you that you don’t already know. He is afraid; fear dominates him to his detriment.” She shook her head and frowned deeply. “He is to use fear as his weapon, not as his crutch to hold him up, not as a blanket to hide under.”

A very slow, warm smile graced Rose’s young, pretty face. In a different context anyone would have welcomed it. Juna on the other hand was aghast. Rose said to confirm Juna’s own fears, “You are not his potential apprentice: you are his competition. It is not uncommon for Masters of the Dark Side to fight for the head of the table, as history books have poorly but truly shown. The one the Trade Federation fools called Sidious has shown some of his strength. He is daring you to fight him on his level. He is afraid of you; more than he is afraid of the Jedi Order as a whole, for you are unafraid of the Dark Side. So he is baiting you, trying to reveal any of your strengths so he can turn them into weaknesses. He uses the name of Noss Phetter, for he was a Rapier Tech employee; he uses an apparent Rapier Tech weapon to further get your attention. It is possible because we can find virtually nothing about the Wettlespear that the real Noss Phetter had stolen the technical data and erased the data afterwards. Perhaps this so called sales transaction is nothing more than a show. Nonetheless I see no coincidence in this now, and neither have you before I even spoke.”
Rose concluded, “In the Nubian tradition of noble honor, one may give another up to three slaps to the face in response to an insult; the one receiving the slaps must respond before the third slap or forever be labeled a fraud. This Sith has slapped my Mistress twice. She should not allow a third.”

Juna leaned back in her chair and just stared at Rose to remind herself that Rose spoke from the cold heart of a Dark Side slave. Her unflinching perspective was unnerving in its near fatal accuracy. Juna reminded herself to leave Rose on the ship.
“One could argue the third slap has all ready been given,” said Juna after a minute. She stood up and said, “I left Naboo, remember, I didn’t stay and fight? You don’t think that was a test by him, a slap if you will?” She faced Rose, towering over her, and said looking down, “I have dealt with evil that had more than one ulterior motive when executing a plan. Jurivicious Pern had Evramora invaded and Theed attacked to get to me. Magus Prophet angered me with a lie and a truth and I lead him to Sanctuary to capture me and kill his fellow Vhinech. Darth Rune used Faith to hurt me badly.”
Rose’s head slowly dipped out of respect for the Sith Maiden Vhinech that had made her who she was. Juna, however, snapped her hand up and forced Rose’s head up by grabbing her chin. She made the woman look into her eyes. “Rune used Faith to hurt me, confuse me, trap me and separate myself from my Mother and she nearly murdered the universe as a conciliation prize.”

Juna let go of Rose’s chin. “So I can say this Sidious has slapped me three times. He had plenty of motives behind the invasion, in typical Sith fashion, and thanks to you clarifying things I can say I was one of them. He did test me four years ago. Clearly I failed. So what if he wasn’t there, Rose, the point was I wasn’t there to fight back.”

Checking the clock, Juna brushed off her dress and said, “I’m not his competition, Rose, I’m his private joke.” She headed for the door.
“He would not have wasted his time with you if you were not a threat to him,” stated Rose strongly. It got Juna to turn around. “You cannot believe what you say now. The Wettlespear and Noss Phetter would not be problems then. He has gone to great lengths in order to control you.”

“Control me?” questioned Juna.

“Yes,” said Rose. “Here we are, on the eve of Rapier Technologies’ great announcement, with the Thorn Party less than a year away from having the Naboo seat, and the Sith are now trying to dictate your actions. They are doing so in few ways, one of which being potential blackmail over the Wettlespear, by using Noss Phetter’s name in association. I see it for what it is: our enemy attempting to control us in order to destroy us easier. We must not let him control us, Mistress. We must act accordingly. Hunt him down. Destroy him. Assume his assets. It is the only way.”
“Oh sure, I unleash my hellhounds as soon as I get some,” bemoaned Juna. She then put her hands on her hips. “Assume his assets, as in take over with what he started; in potentially taking over the galaxy. We have been down this road before, Rose, and I will not hear of it again. The galaxy is fine without me ruling it! I don’t want to rule, I don’t need to rule it!! All I ever want to do is live in it! Is that too much to ask for?”

“Forgive me,” said Rose with a honest, respectful bow, “I did not realize that the Dark Hope of the Sith was so generous in giving up her rightful ground.”

Having heard enough for the time being Juna turned and headed for the cockpit. Rose’s last words did worse than anything she had previously said. Juna fondled the rings again; she fondled them terribly. She had to find out more about the Wettlespear, she had to find the man that has it. She could care less if she was blackmailed with the information; she did not want the terrible weapon used against innocent people. 
And most importantly, Juna had to do something before the Sith uncovered one of her greatest weaknesses.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 9.1

Like many of the lovely worlds in the Royal Nubian States Septaria was a world identifiable by a unique feature. Whereas Naboo was mostly water and Mesuera was mostly mountains this world was a conjoined binary planet. Approximately ten percent of the secondary mass protruded from the southern and eastern cartographic hemispheres, giving the primary orb a very noticeable misshapen appearance. During Septaria’s genesis, after it had ejected another matter to form the counterbalancing moon of Septembia, its next attempt to eject matter had apparently failed because both masses with their own molten cores could not separate from the shared flow of the magma. How such a thing occurred still baffled science, but without Septembia to stabilize Septaria’s shared axis no life could properly exist there. The Nubians had settled on Septaria because life did flourish there, and geogalactically it was the true center location of the Royal Nubian States. For major get-togethers that featured Nubians from all over the Nubian Sphere of Influence without having to go to Naboo, Septaria was very convenient.

The magnetic fields of the conjoined planet of the same polarity, but since the secondary world had a tendency to tug at navigational gyroscopes it made flying freely around the planet an adventure. Long ago Naboo had tractor beams stationed around the world, built into Golan Alpha platforms that were normally used for planetary defense, to guide pilots in. Only the most daring, or most foolish, flew without the assistance.

The Flora Noir flew fast by all the other ships that were waiting for the guidance beams to take them in. The ship was quite large but had the controls of an N-One Defender, and with that type of flight configuration Juna the pilot made her one-of-a-kind yacht fly like a snub fighter. No matter what terrible problems Juna had in her life, flying always made it go away.  In no time she had landed the Noir and had to prepare herself for the very reason why she and some of her Thorn Party sisters had come to the political party’s home world. She had time; the others had not arrived at their private landing pad that sat on top of the squat building that was in designed and shaped like the head of an open rose blooming towards the sunlight. The Thorn Building was just one of the many trademarks of the very unique political entity’s success.

The Thorn Party came to be as an idea by the late Lady Terese Maltanaw, formally Queen Landana and Juna’s Royal predecessor, with the mission of politically getting rid of the corrupted King Veruna, the man that had replaced Juna on the Throne. Veruna’s reversals of Juna’s policies were a bad idea made worse by the economic depression that struck the entire Republic just after his ordered reversals; Naboo suffered dearly for it. Veruna, on the other hand, was rewarded handsomely time and again during the hard years where others truly failed. His attempts at restoring some of Juna’s economic policies only made Naboo’s failure at recovery worse. As Veruna lined his pockets, he also fought down the many attempts by Terese to get the term limits amendment added to the Royal Constitution, and prevented Terese’s daughter, Princess Jarah, to gain higher political assignments. Eight years ago, as the last straw, he purposely ‘lost’ Jarah’s petition to call for Royal Elections; against the law, King Veruna had the audacity to burn the document right in front of Jarah, Terese, and several other appalled witnesses. 

It was written, and it was said, and it was known that Queen Landana was an embracer of pacifism, but on that day the beautiful old woman who was always remembered for her peaceful nature, her passive-effective politics, her no nonsense good natured campaigning and charismatic smile had declared all out war, loudly, right before she spat right in King Veruna’s face. After the phlegm assault, Lady Terese said one last thing, and one last thing only to Veruna, and it would become the Thorn Party’s motto: “For Naboo!”

Without the backing of the providential governors of Naboo or the prime ministers of the Royal Nubian States, and without three former Royals of Naboo to form a Royal Quorum to remove King Veruna, Lady Terese had to resort to good, old fashion, and dirty democracy. She and Jarah immediately sought out Juna despite the fact that she and Rapier Technologies at the time were not favorable to the public view. When Juna heard what Tomas Krendel had done to Jarah’s petition she wanted to spit in King Veruna’s face as well. In spite of the constant negative pressure on her Juna joined the fight; if Terese and Jarah had saw her as no threat to their political fortunes, then neither would the people in the long run. Still, they needed allies, they needed people they could trust, and Juna knew how to fight hard politically. Lady Terese knew she was doing something unheard of on Naboo – forming a political party – but in her opinion the status quo of over hyper-individualism had finally corrupted the Throne and its related powers so badly it would take a political movement to end it. None of Lady Terese’s friends and family had never, ever seen her so dangerous! Veruna’s contempt to burn that petition in front of her had become the lit fuse that set off the Landana bomb!

The trio began recruiting many of their friends, some who had walked away from politics but held both clout and opinion, others who were still in the Game that had sat back and waited for this cavalry to come and rescue them. It was the former Prime Minister of Evramora, and Queen Angelleia’s former ambassador, and good friend Cessa Evannava Ferngully, who dubbed their group the Thorn Party, for as she put it, “we’re about to become a thorn in everyone’s side”.

Their numbers grew slowly and surely with some old yet familiar names: former Royal Public Relations Coordinator under Queen Angelleia turned HoloNet reporter and editor Weena Welchrest, Tars Earpin the governor of Juna’s former home providence of Iossessa where Rapier Manor once stood, and of course dear Dizzy and Muriel Arnes, Muriel having been Juna’s teacher, bodyguard, and Royal Chief of Staff. The movement then suddenly found momentum from off world: Juna’s former Royal Bodyguard Deanna Desser of Corellia, who now advised Governor Garm Bel Iblis voiced her concerns loudly and proudly; Houket Envandowd, the former High Chief and later Prime Minister of the Royal Nubian State of Seovenear, signed on and expressed his complete outrage at King Veruna’s lack of respect for the outer systems and for the non-Humans such as himself who lived in the Royal Nubian States; Bods Mancai of Sullust, the Senator who remembered the kindness of Nubians, especially from the kind leaders of Landana and Angelleia, until the memory was replaced by Veruna’s utter contempt by demanding repayment for the aide rendered to Sullust in the past; Gurldeon Six of the Techno Guild joined the movement because Veruna’s financial isolationism had hurt various trade deals for the Techno Guild elsewhere, but he also joined because until Juna had done it during her reign as Queen no world leader not a part of the Trade Federation and the Banking Guild and various other business oriented organizations had come to the Techno Guild in over half a millennia, and so ever since he was forever touched by the Nubian’s effort. Though strange it seemed to have off-worlders so willing to join in a Nubian political effort, it was in their nation’s own best interests just as it was in Naboo’s to get rid of Veruna. Their mottos were different than the Nubian Thorns, but no less strong in statement.

With such a group with ranging and different political philosophies, it stunned them as it stunned the experts how seamlessly they created the image and policies of the party. They decided to call themselves Thorns long before the media did. In the beginning their sign was a rose bud pin to their clothing, but that was replaced by a golden pin in the shape and size of a thorn from a long scrag rose bush; it looked similar to a wooden nail or spike; appropriate for they wanted to ‘nail’ the corrupt. They took no donations, no credits of any kind, for each one was very wealthy and contributed to the movement on their own in their own way. Leadership was not an issue, for they decided that a leader was unnecessary; they were friends, real good friends that knew each other very well. They did agree to let Jarah be the face of the party, for unlike the others she was young, and when the time came she was entitled to run and win the Throne.

They slowly let others join the party, but it was on the one condition that they did so because of the purpose of the Thorn Party, by its very motto: For Naboo, or something related as such. Those that did not do so were thrown out or were never let in; the latter largely thanks to Juna’s ability to sense a liar. The party platform was very simple and the people understood it very quickly: The peaceful, democratic end to King Veruna’s reign.

The Thorns slowly showed the King really had no clothing as the old saying spoke. With each level of pressure applied, through local elections, to planetary ones, and to the very important outside influences, the layers of invincibility Veruna had hidden behind began to peel off, exposing the very corruption the people knew he was doing but lacked the will to act. The people were not outraged beforehand because to them there was no leadership, no one person to that stood up and said loud enough that the people had had enough. The Thorns did not give them a voice to speak, they gave them that unelected leadership that often moved the stars into different positions in the sky. 

Finally, after four years of building pressure and the sudden loss of currency and numerous Royal Inquires by the governors that were elected to replace his allies, King Veruna caved in and called for new elections. Although Amidala had won the election the Thorn Party and Lady Terese Maltanaw Landana had achieved the prime objective. The core of the group had thought to disband and go their own way, but then a series of events emerged to change their minds: chief among them was the aftermath of the Battle of Naboo. The Royal Nubian States had won the war, but were very vulnerable; the fact that the very same entity that had invaded them and destroyed much of everything was going to be picked by the Republic Senate to rebuild it at both Naboo’s and the Republic’s expense. Terese lobbied hard and Juna offered her company to rebuild Naboo, while Jarah prepared to unleash the Thorn Party’s resources in make sure the public knew what farce was coming if Queen Amidala had not picked Rapier Technologies. From that point on, the Thorn Party had become a permanent fixture of Nubian politics that gained supporters every day.

Presently, the Thorn Party was still the only political party to be found in the Royal Nubian States. It’s slow but steady achievements were surpassing all of Lady Terese’s accomplishments as Queen of Naboo. It would become her most identifiable legacy, where women who were once powerful had regained it back and did it on their own credits and time, where individuals with their own political philosophies that often were in conflict with one another joined together and found sane solutions. That legacy was cemented forever a year after Naboo’s victory over the Trade Federation as Naboo’s ‘Smiling Queen’, the ‘Good Lady’, the ‘Mother Queen’, Lady Terese Maltanaw Landana had passed away in her sleep. To the shock of everyone but her closes friends and to her family, they found her in her bed with her eyes closed and her trademark smile gracing her face.

The Thorn Building was just as much a memorial to Lady Terese as it was the home of the Thorn Party; she was buried in the family crypt beside her husband, Eric Maltanaw, on Naboo. The political entity of Theed had wanted to honor her further than it already had, but Jarah knew her mother’s wishes best and had prevented any government attempts at spending more credits on Lady Terese. Cessa, Jarah, and Juna together put their fortunes into the building project. By and large currently, the one hundred seventy-five member party had considered Jarah the face of the party, and considered her with Cessa and Juna as the primary leadership. It was not because of their wealth or that they were of true noble blood – all three were related in some way to the Nome Dynasty of Nubian Rulers – but because they showed the kind of leadership they and people outside of the party could trust even if they did not always agree with them.

The Warbler, a typical Nubian vessel with the ultra shiny hull and possessed a wing span much larger than the main body of the craft, was the next vessel to arrive at the Thorn Building landing pad, and out emerged Cessa Evannva Ferngully Fermeia with her husband Cotin Fermeia and their fifteen children – four from child birth, the rest through adoption; nine of the adopted children were orphaned by the Invasion of Naboo. Her white blonde hair bounced as the forty-five year old Amidala-appointed Royal Nubian Court Justice jogged towards a greeting Juna and the two women hugged.

“Oh, I missed you so much,” exclaimed Cessa happily. They pulled apart, and the little tattoos of stars still sparkled and framed her brown eyes well – those eyes were sparkling blue orbs once, having changed shortly after she and Deanna Desser were rescued from the Vhinech Order, after Naressa Rapier had ‘cured’ them from supposedly irreversible mental reconditioning and lobotomies. “How are your employees?”

“They’re great!” said Juna with a smile. She turned her attention back around, and she was happy to see Rose’s interactions with the swarming children. Gone on Rose’s face were the neutral, sinister glare and a face incapable of a cheerful smile. There was something about children that made Rose become Human again, prevented her from being so blunt and so focused on the hard realities of the galaxy. There was not a sign of Sith worries or that need for her to see her mistress achieve dark perfection. With the children here it would give Rose something to do other than plan the next strategy for anything as if it was a war.

“They’re recovering,” continued Juna, turning her attention back to Cessa and her husband. “Cot, how are you?”

“Good,” said Cotin. He was a tall man who had met Cessa a decade earlier, a few years after Cessa had lost her first husband Horatio Ferngully tragically by the hands of the Vhinech nearly twenty years ago. He was a member of Bravo Squadron, but retired after the Battle of Naboo to help Cessa raise their suddenly large family. “So, your private army saved the day, eh?”

“I guess you could say that,” said Juna with chagrin. Cessa winked in knowing, for she and a few others knew of Juna’s capabilities with the Force; Cotin wasn’t one of those few.

“Pays to have one on hand, honey,” said Cessa with a wink. “I mean, look, we’re building up ours right now.”

“You can say that again,” chuckled Cotin.

“I’ll say,” laughed Juna as all the children of various ages, except two who stood behind their parents, ran around with Rose. “You know how to pick them, Madam Justice.”

“Oh stop,” Cessa blushed. At that moment, five of the youngest children got right together and for no particular reason whatsoever they unleashed a collective, high pitch children’s screech that could have crippled the Trade Federation’s droid army. Their parents winced; Juna crossed her eyes.

“Such precious little angels,” mused Cotin. He then eyed Juna and asked, “Wants some?” That got a playful slap to the chest from Cessa.

“Oh no, I wouldn’t want to steal any of your thunder,” said a coy Juna, picking up one of the toddlers that remembered her and was tugging on her dress. “I have complete confidence in you, ‘captain’ that you will get these pilots in order.”

“Oh sure, I’m right on it Dragon Leader,” joked Cotin back.

“Speaking of which,” began Cessa, “ol’ Ric Olie missed you when you got the hostages home. He misses you! You haven’t talked to him in, what, years?”

“Since the first Peace Day, four years ago,” said Juna with regret. The current Bravo Leader, Ric had been in Bravo Squadron since near the end of Queen Landana’s reign. He’s was part of Juna’s ‘wing trio’ when she was Queen, a general tactical rule for any fighter group to be in during standard flight formation, which included the late Les Archer. “We talked for hours on end. Since then….well, I have been busy. I’m sure he has been too.”

Jokingly, Cessa remarked, “You’re not saving the galaxy, Juna.”

Something told Juna not to say otherwise. She just nodded and said, “You’re right.”

“I mean you proved you can do stuff from your house on Mesuera, and from that fancy hunk of junk of your-.”

“Hunk of junk?” Juna mocked her anger, but she was still a little hurt. She was part Corellian after all; their pride was easy to bruise. “While you were waiting in line in that ‘grocery getter’ of yours-.”

“Grocery getter?” Cessa’s jaw nearly dropped through the planet. She chuckled and said, “Easy now, I’m a Justice.”

The trio continued with their banter on the roof top until the Pilgrimage broke from the log jam of spacecraft high above and slowly descended to the landing pad. It was an old ship that had long been in the Nome Clan Dynasty blood line, but still space worthy after all these centuries, a tribute to the original clan’s ability to produce quality ships. Its current owner was of the Nada Clan Dynasty; Princess Jarah Maltanaw Prih was escorted down the ship’s ramp by her husband Linal Prih, and towing along her daughter Teresa in one hand and sporting a rather telling lump just south of her breasts. It had been about two months since she last saw her, and she never said she was pregnant then. Cessa let out a shriek of surprise and went over to hug Jarah for she was genuinely surprised; Juna, on the other hand, was not surprised. She had known Jarah was pregnant with the Force, and that was not the only secret she knew that Jarah kept from the others. Her eyes met Linal’s, and the two locked very cold, unhappy stares the whole time Cessa breathlessly greeted Jarah.

Cessa rambled on. “Oh, you sneaky, sneak, you’re pregnant again! Oh, how many months are you along? Five now? You could have told us. This is just wonderful!”

“Gee, Cessa, you act like you don’t have enough kids? And Ocean’s sakes, Juna, didn’t you see us?” remarked the twenty-five year old Jarah, drawing Juna’s attention. As with Cessa before, the dark haired female with Corellian genes had to bend down to hug the smaller, sandy blonde Jarah. “You practically looped us while we were waiting in line.”

Before Juna could say anything, the three year old girl started off with, “Auntie up, Auntie up!!”

“Oh goodness,” squeaked Juna and she reached down to pick up the girl. “Baby Teresa, why are so such a handful? Hmmm.” Teresa tried to hide in Juna’s arms. “Teasing your mama terribly, I bet. She doesn’t spoil you enough to prevent that.”

Little Teresa crossed her arms and declared, “I am a good girl, Auntie.”

“Sure you are,” Juna said with a daring squint. She gave the girl a small kiss on the cheek and let her down. She noted Linal’s approach and said peacefully, “Nice to see you, Linal, how are you.”

“Swell,” was all he said, and then he calmly corrected Teresa. “Now Teresa, remember, Miss Rapier is not your auntie.”

“Linal, please not now,” asked Jarah a bit testily. Linal gave her quick look, but remembered where he was and nodded in agreement. Jarah flashed the smile she had inherited from her mother and took Juna by her arm. “Okay, shall we go in and chat up a storm before the Bi-Garasso delegation arrives? It’s a little windy out here today.”

“Sure. Rose, we’re going inside!” yelled Juna. With the children Rose would have her time preoccupied watching them, which Rose never complained of doing. During the initial confusion of getting inside, she leaned closer to Jarah and asked, “Has he hurt you?”

“Oh no,” was Jarah’s hushed, quick response. Her blue eyes though took note of Juna’s surprisingly motherly look; it always mystified her how Juna had gained such a look when she did not have children of her own. “He’s been on his best behavior since the pregnancy. He just gets upset, sometimes, just as much as you do. Just…don’t talk about it right now, okay?”

“Sure,” assured Juna, who then noted Linal’s approach. She honored Jarah’s request by not looking at Linal while she probed Jarah with the Force for injuries. Jarah was telling the truth before, but even Juna wanted to be sure.

Juna knew if Terese were alive she would not have approved of Linal, who Jarah had met shortly after her mother had died. The man had become a corporate lender after a short lived shockball career, a charmer but a bit too much of a control freak. Jarah was never affected by him in her field, but it did not stop him from grabbing her roughly whenever they had a heated argument. 

The first time Juna had spotted bruises on little Jarah’s arms caused her to confront him and she dared Linal to hit her. The second time, after Teresa was born, Juna warned him the next time she saw any marks on Jarah it would be the last time. Both times Jarah had begged Juna not to kill him, which in turn really emasculated Linal. She gave up three inches and a least a hundred pounds to him and somehow he just knew what he had over her in a physical confrontation, if he even considered hitting a girl for real, was not enough. Jarah was just another example of Juna being protective of her friends; in Jarah’s case Juna was only returning the favor for all those times Terese had looked after her in the absence of Naressa and Muriel; before Jarah was born, Juna was the daughter Terese wished she had.

Many of Juna’s friends were older than she was and she gave them her respect in that regard. And yet it was Juna who acted as their surrogate mother, their sisterly confidant, and big brother protector. They had trusted Juna for decades now, as their leader, but more importantly as their friend. They all to care of one another in their own way, be it in politics or in life. They did not need the Thorn Party to do it, but they were sure glad they continued on with Lady Terese’s legacy. It gave them, as a whole, something very good to do for their people.
Just another good thing Juna had to worry about. The people she cared about, and their children she adored, were in danger. With the Sith revealing their focus on her, it meant those around her were also stared at by death’s unblinking gaze. The pressure to act just burned away at Juna’s calm.

