CHAPTER 29.0
“Perk! Hey Perkin!”
Hearing the pleas of his coworker, Perkin turned his attention back to the loading paddock outside of the Ramfunger Space Port; the largest city on the planet Fautica. The long work day shift was over, and the new employee who had spent twelve hours loading and unloading ships just wanted to go home and not spend another minute in the space port. Although the loading droids did most of the work the times where the standing around and watching were boring, and when the droids went down -- an event that occurred every hour on the hour -- they had to work on the droids while part of the group had to pick up where the droids left off: both were daunting tasks that were laboring. 
The tall, older Human said, “Where’s the fire, Perk? We have the next three days off.” The work rotation was five straight days of work followed by three days of rest. Most of the workers, if not all of them, took their pay checks and blew them in that time on themselves or their families; mainly the combination of both, usually on a vice like alcohol. “Why don’t you join us at the bar and have a few?”
Perkin shook his head. “I can’t, Cuture. I gotta get home and take care of some things.”
The man smiled a bit and said, “They can wait. You know you gotta loosen up. The boys are wondering about you. Been here for two weeks and you haven’t crapped out your worries.”

“Let them wonder: it tells me that their priorities aren’t in order.” Perkin held up a hand. “No thanks, man. I need to get home.”

“Ah I get it,” said Cuture with a nod. “You’re old lady right? Time to” he made a gyrating motion with his hips, his hands grasping onto something imagination. “make a deposit.”

Perkin gritted his teeth, and his right hand failed to find something on his right hip; something that should have been there if the conditions were far different. But it was the lack of something there that mellowed him out. He said, “If you mean I’m going home to have sex with my daughter, I suggest you shove that plan right up where the stars don’t shine but matter does escape.” He turned his back on the man without another word, nor was he going to wait for an apology, nor did he hear it given. He just had to get home and make sure his daughter was all right and safe.
The long trip home was a commuter one; Perkin grabbed onto the open sided repulsor train car that was slowly passing by the paddocks and opted to remain on the outside running boards like the few large alien beings did, even as the car accelerated to a higher rate of speed out of the city and towards the suburban town of Festis. He enjoyed the wind that hit his face, the coolness and the stinging effect it had freshened him and, strangely, it helped him remember the good times of the past. Good times he was struggling not to go back to, for they were reminders of an even that occurred not too long ago. It was also why he had to get home as soon as possible, every day, and be a home body with all the free time he had for the next three days and the twelve hours he didn’t work.
Reaching the suburbs the car slowed and Perkin leapt off it deftly, his stride never breaking as he strolled down the main street, passing the various number of duplexes that hugged the wide road that was used more for foot travel. Each was small with no real yards to speak of; just enough space in the back yards to hang wash or plant a garden or both, all unseen due to the tight packing of the structures; the homes were six inches apart. The walls and the floor/ceiling were thick and made with a sound reducing material when they were constructed, so no one heard anyone’s dirty laundry like the marital fights or anything else scandalous.
Looking over his shoulder a few times as he passed every house to make sure he wasn’t followed just before he made his move, Perkin cut sharply up the small stairwell that led to the upper duplex apartment. At the door he keyed in a long series of codes to unlock it, and entered. Inside, Perkin’s nose crinkled upon the smell of smoke. He said, “Hey! What’s burning!?!”
From their kitchen a young woman in a conservative dress with a head wrap effectively wrapped around the top of her skull emerged, with a tired face and a small smile. In a gentile voice she said, “Surprise, I was trying to cook dinner before you got home!” She shrugged her shoulders. “I failed again. Just dumped the last batch of burnt offerings. Sorry Dad.”
Perkin gave his daughter a hug and asked nonchalantly, “How many times did you fail?”

Such comments would have gotten any man in trouble, but the girl said, “Like at sabacc I’ve been folding my hand left and right.” She lead him into the kitchen, where the air exchangers were still busy clearing out the smoke filled room, and showed him the meter on the garbage collector; it had increased by five pounds since he had left that morning. “The cooking directions are easier than a technical manual. I don’t get it; I didn’t think bantha meatloaf would be so hard to cook.”
If he were a betting man, and he was once, Perkin was sure that she had used up every ounce of bantha burger he had purchased a few days ago that was supposed to last a while. Instead of being upset with her he wrapped a sympathetic arm around her shoulders and gave her a little kiss on top of her head. “That’s okay, Hon. That’s why capitalism invented take out.”

“I know, but I really didn’t want to eat delivery again and I didn’t want you to cook after such a long day.” She brightened and pointed to the dishwasher. “I got that to work, though.”

“Well, you know some folks are more mechanically inclined than domestically inclined. Good job.” Perkin smiled and got himself a cool container of brewed root ale from the cooling box next to the stove. “You want one?”
Sighing, she said, “No. I’ll wait for dinner.” She walked up to a terminal screen just inside the kitchen, which was tied into the communication network, and choose the index list of eateries that delivered. “Let’s see…We haven’t tried the Fried Pumbas yet.”
“Whatever works,” said Perkin jovially. He sat back in an old lounger in the modest living room to begin a period of rest and relaxation before making anymore moves. His weariness was brand new as well as the domestic experience he was living; all of it hard to accept, even when he had faced harder in his personnel opinion.
Unawares of the time that passed the door chime rang. Perkin got up to answer it, knowing full well that his daughter wasn’t going to do so. Not that he wanted her to anyways. He didn’t know what she ordered, but he hoped that it didn’t have a lot of vegetables in it; for whatever reason lately she had been on kick to eat strictly everything that was birthed and grown, not manufactured like the best tasting sweet stuff with long shelf date lives were.

Answering the door, Perkin realized with a seized up breath that he may have made a mistake. Standing there was no delivery boy. It was the largest alien he had ever seen walking on two legs. In his long experience such big creatures did not deliver food or go door to door selling religion. He quickly mould over the idea about making a run for closet just a few feet behind him for his heavy blaster.
“Sorry for bothering you, my name is Enothchild Sarch,” said Enothchild gently. “Is Misses Darla Copernicus here?”
Perkin frowned for a moment in confusion. The moment passed as he returned to guarded mode but it wasn’t at a high stress level as before as he realized who the Vhinphyc was. There was only one Vhinphyc Jedi Master in the galaxy, and no other species of being could pass as he. “Why?”

“I just need to ask her a few questions about a friend of mine. It’s very important. It’s also imperative that I tell Misses Copernicus’ that her life is in danger. As well as former associates of hers.” He looked at him with a long, knowing look. “You…do know what I am talking about, don’t you?” Enothchild leaned closer to Perkin and said mutely, “Rooney Tufuse.”

Although it was spoken quietly, Rooney Tufuse looked down both ends of the street with gritted teeth and hissed quietly, “Shut the hell up!” Exasperated, he asked aloud, “If I told you that my daughter wasn’t here, would you go away?”

“I could just wait outside, or come back some other time.” Enothchild gave him another look. “But I prefer to wait inside.”

Getting the hint that the Jedi Master wasn’t going to give up and leave him alone, Tufuse sighed loudly and said, “Very well.” He let him in, feeling his weariness getting worse.

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

CHAPTER 29.1

Once inside Enothchild wiped his boot vigorously on the scratch mat and waited for Tufuse -- the man born Perkin Copernicus, but it was easier for Enothchild to refer to him by his alter ego -- to lead the way; Tufuse was busy locking the door. During the short amount of time Darla Copernicus appeared from one of the back rooms, and upon seeing Enothchild her smile faded and she began to visibly shake badly. Her fear of him was very paramount and unexplainable; this fear went beyond any untrue story about him spoken about in the fringe. It soaked the room through the Force, and it was followed by a tearful whimper.
“It’s all right, Darla,” said Tufuse quickly. He brushed past Enothchild without any apology and carefully took her by the arms. As he steered her to another back room he tried and failed to get her to stop looking at Enothchild. 
Enothchild had seen such looks and appearance before, contemplating on what he had just saw as he waited at the front door. The terror in her eyes was a unblinking hint that something had happened to her that was all too real, all too horrible and it would augment all of her fears all at once whenever she was confronted by something that reminded her of that horror. It had to be both terrible and personal, for the Darla Copernicus he had heard about was not a shaking leaf of a young adult woman. The Mistryl files on her were stacked filled with her infamous accomplishments as a fearless smuggler, an anarchist in belief and in appearance, and a flirt who -- in the Mistryl’s high standards of professionalism -- ‘bedded the best in the fringe’. To look so conservative and to have her lock her jaws so tight she could have cracked her own teeth upon seeing him was not how Enothchild imagined her. Like with Tufuse’s real name her actions answered a few important questions.
During the wait Enothchild guarded over the home, answering the door to take the food the Copernicus’ had ordered and giving the delivery boy a considerable amount of hard credits to cover the expense. He set the disposable packages on a nearby table and returned to the guarding position by the door, and after another half hour Tufuse emerged from the bedroom. He waited for the man to quietly close the door before asking, “She was attacked by Sarain.”
Tufuse leaned his head against the door, and his hands gripped the air on it in frustration. Enothchild continued carefully. “Haus Sarain was being sought by Kuat for sexual assault. A high ranking Kuati official’s daughter was attacked by him and so he put the bounty out, but he kept the bounty hush-hush to avoid embarrassment. CorSec officers learned of it and included Sarain in their entrapment operation designed to get Tahcee Cental and her henchman, but that fell apart. Some time afterward he forced himself on her, and from there on the Rooney Tufuse gang was no more.”
Tufuse finally stood back up and turned around, wiping a tear from his eye; ashamed of the emotion, ashamed at himself obviously from not stopping what had happened. “Congrats. You nailed the whole thing. Is that why you’re here? If it is you can go. She has nothing to give or say about it.”

Enothchild shook his head. “I’m here because of Juna Rapier. I’m looking for her. I need to find her.” There was a mash of emotions and thoughts that reverberated from Tufuse that he could sense. “Please. She’s not in trouble.”
“A Jedi Master looking for someone with Juna’s rep isn’t doing it like everyone else would be doing it: love or money.” Tufuse held his ground, eyeing him suspiciously. “And Juna’s hauled stuff and has dropped idiots in gunfights, so that makes her a major felon in the eyes of law enforcement.”

“You ought to know,” said Enothchild with no real disdain but he disapproved of Tufuse’s hard line stance. The Mistryl were right: the man kept things too close to the chest. It was time to loosen the man up. “You were born Perkin Copernicus of Coruscant over some forty odd years ago. After academy training and deployment you were sent to the Aborokadum Military Correctional Asteroid after you abandoned your flight detail during the Mid Rim Conflicts in the middle of a fight. You were approached by Republic Intelligence and joined Operation Dig Dug. Your assignment was to infiltrate the fringe, preferably the Hutt elements of the fringe, and cause disruption through what is called by those in psychological warfare merit destabilization. As a leader of a smuggling operation, your job was to make those who joined your outfit lives a living hell. To discourage their choices and to encourage them to leave the illegal wares trade business.”
Tufuse didn’t look all that impressed by the summation, but Enothchild knew that meant he did know Perkin Copernicus a lot better than Perkin Copernicus had thought he had known. Enothchild said, “R.I. Chief Hankoro Lockheart is rarely wrong, but she obviously made a bad choice by choosing a known deserter to be part of a cover operation designed to protect the Republic. Personally desertion isn’t the issue with me. What makes me wonder is whether or not you were following your training this time out? And if you are now?”
“Damn: you’re good!” Tufuse nodded his head. “But no, I wasn’t following orders. I was a smuggler. I created an operation. I just used what was taught by me by those hacks in R.I. as a means to sort out the mentally weak, and yeah I exploited those supply dumps they left behind for me and the others to use. Not saying I’m a genius, but heck if I could remember a flight manual I could remember a psyche manual.” He crossed his arms in defiance. “I never thought for one second the Republic would be so stupid as to let me go freely like that. I coward out of a fight I didn’t want to be in because I hated my son of a gun commanding officer. The guy didn’t know his wings from his ass, and that thinking gets people killed. That day, he wanted me to be his wing man. Screw that, I wanted to live.” He shook his head again. “So what made them think I wasn’t going to do it twice once I had a taste of freedom?”
“Perhaps the fact that you are doing exactly what they wanted you to do in the first place,” said Enothchild plainly and intelligently. “And to date you have done marvelously well.”
Tufuse chewed his lower lip as the obvious ate him. “Smeck you, man! What do you know.”
“I know that is has been so effective without you knowing it that the Hutts put a price on your head.” Enothchild held his hands up for peace and said, “It doesn’t matter to me. All I want to know is where I can find Juna. Or how to contact her.”
“And you think I would just give up that information to you because…”

Enothchild spoke, and when he did he went on a little tangent. He did so because it was imperative to explain to the man who knew he was in deep trouble with the Hutts. “Because I found you.” Tufuse gave him an evil eye. “And if I found you that means others could have. They don’t need my help, nor will I give them any. But a bounty hunter with three cents worth of sense will go through your old gangs roster looking for you. And when they don’t find Darla, they’re going to assume she’s with you.”

Looking a bit defeated, Tufuse asked, “How did you know she was my daughter?”

“I didn’t for a long time. Not until I saw your R.I. file. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that you both shared the same last name.” Enothchild rubbed his right hand, indicating his skin, or rather his skin color. “Then again it’s easy to overlook the fact that a man with black skin such as yourself can have a girl with white skin. Your alter ego of Rooney Tufuse was enough to effectively shield that possibility.
“But that didn’t protect you from the Republic. So in order to begin a new life here it was Darla who had to have everything in her name. The slicers you hired to create the profiles for you and her were good, but not too meticulous.”
“Bastards,” Tufuse said under his breath, leaning his body against the wall. Trying not to shout, for he didn’t want to alarm Darla in the other room, he gestured wildly about and said, “I paid those virgins the full amount of the bounty…” He shut up after that and just repeatedly shook his head in disgust. Once done, he said, “So you know. That means the Republic knows.”

“Not quite,” assured Enothchild. “As I mentioned before I know Hankoro Lockheart. And I have effectively relocated thousands of individuals to protect them throughout my career. Together we have masked you and your daughter’s whereabouts at the federal database level.”
“Have?” Tufuse stood back up again, eyeing Enothchild suspiciously. “Have, as in you all ready have done it? You bullshitting me? Why?”
“To be frank: I need to find Juna and I am at a point to where I will do anything to find her. It took some convincing, but Chief Lockheart took care of the rest. All I ask in return is for you to help me.”
“Because I owe you.”

Enothchild was angling for that; even if Tufuse said no that didn’t mean he was going to contact Hank and tell her to reverse what they had done; what was done was done. Tufuse and his daughter had left crime behind them to have a fresh new start and for that Enothchild had to respect that desire, especially after what motivated it to happen. Sadly and too often in reality it takes something like death, or robbery, or rape to get the point across that bad living just wasn’t worth the pain, the horror, and the tragedy of living it. Some skulls were just too thick for common sense to penetrate, but that didn’t mean Enothchild wished such things to happen to anyone that wasn’t listening.
Beyond that, Enothchild’s impressions of smugglers far and wide were that they lived by a honor system, one that wasn’t set in stone or clearly defined but nonetheless there was a sense that respect was found with one did for another in terms of favor. Like all unspoken agreements and deals made vocally there was virtually no enforcement, and therefore it made it easier -- and gave smugglers and the like somewhat of guilt-free conscious -- for all involved not to keep their word when the time came. After all the fringe was a society like all others, governed by the practice that profit was involved somewhere, somehow in the equation. Money, ships, and life: they were profit, and if one had that at the end of the day they were ahead. What Enothchild did was help spare Tufuse and his daughter’s lives; it had to be worth something in profit, or so went the unspoken honor system.
Tufuse just chagrinned a little and said, “How do I know this isn’t a trick?”
“You don’t,” said Enothchild honestly. He had also figured that he wouldn’t be trusted since in Tufuse’s eyes he was making a deal, and taking the word, of a prominent member of law enforcement. “But all your life you have gambled. What’s one more time?”

“That’s just it, though, isn’t it? The pot that’s on the table, too tempting to believe. It’s like I got a Pure Sabacc in my hand, and then the randomizer hits right after I go all in and end up with a losing hand.” Tufuse strolled around the living room. “You want Juna. You’re asking too much.”
“She isn’t in trouble with anyone, Tufuse, except with the Hutts very soon,” Enothchild said with insistent assurance. “She is my friend, and I need to find her to get her out of this situation. Please.”
Tufuse had sat down and looked down at the floor while Enothchild spoke. He had looked up when Enothchild revealed a little too much. “A friend? Her, have friends? Like you? Funny, I don’t recall her talking about you at any time with anyone in my group.”
“She is my friend,” said Enothchild. “And if you care about her at all, if you know anything, I suggest you tell me so I can get her out of this bad situation she’s in.”

 Tufuse clamped his mouth shut, bowed his head and shook it. But that didn’t necessarily meant he was telling Enothchild he wasn’t going to tell him. It was the kind of motion one made when they didn’t want to contradict themselves. He didn’t want to go against his principals. Or perhaps he didn’t want to make another mistake.
“It’s about Sarain, isn’t it?” asked Enothchild. “It’s about him and you.”
“Shut up about him!” Tufuse stood up right in a flash, teeth grinding. He was totally unaware of what he was doing, and did not care if he was too loud, that the subject matter may disturb his daughter from her rest. He dared a finger towards Enothchild, unafraid of the giant. “That…that thing…touched my baby girl! He was my friend! My unrelated brother! I trusted him! I stuck up for him through thick and thin! And this is how he repays me! He raped my girl and he raped our trust!!!!” He bottom lined his point by jabbing his index finger downward. “The only person I trust other than me and Darla is Juna! I will die first before I violate that trust!”
Enothchild watched the man flop back down, the emotions behind the outburst also draining Tufuse of the will to physically stand up. The man was like Enothchild, stuck in his own conundrum of what exactly to do. Clearly Tufuse trusted Sarain a lot, very deeply, and that trust was used against him. Juna had done something for Tufuse to solidify a deep trust between them, which was contradictory to what Belt had described Juna and Tufuse’s relationship. Whatever it was it had an affect on his reasoning. What did not help was the timing of everything; Tufuse had never really sat down, contemplate everything, and do the best he could to move on. It was difficult under the circumstances, but Tufuse had to talk about. Tufuse possessed the kind of emotional undercurrent rationale that was affected greatly by the unsaid. The immediate belief by such thinkers was that by not talking about it, by putting themselves far away from the problem, and not having to do with anything related to the problem, they could erase what had happened. The problem was Darla; Tufuse could not erase her. He could become a honest man, change his lifestyle, and even stop drinking alcohol: the littlest details altered, right down to the atom if possible. But the constant of his daughter was always there, and if nothing was done about this now both would be in great trouble relationship wise.
Enothchild sat down on the couch opposite of a deflated Tufuse, leaned in, and said, “Explain it to me. Make me understand.” The male condition was not about talking things out, but rather pounding on the problem; in absence of violence, a man will talk but it was difficult. No man in Tufuse’s condition spoke his mind immediately, especially when it appeared to him that he was weak when it came to the subject matter; that is that he wasn’t there for his daughter, that he was powerless to stop the terrible thing that happened to her, and worse his best friend that he had great faith in was the violator and thus, in some way, it was his fault just as much as it was Sarain’s. There had to be an outside prod. An understanding voice of reason. It loosened lips faster than booze in a lot of cases. “I won’t leave her until I get the answer.”
Tufuse looked at Enothchild and the floor, back and forth back and forth back and forth. It was a rationalization ploy being done by his subconscious, telling him that he should trust Enothchild and not trust Enothchild. Tell him and not tell him. Make him understand but make him not understand. The ploy went on for a few more irrational seconds until he convinced himself that talking made sense. If it made Enothchild leave, then so be it.

“It was after Corellia,” began Tufuse, “and I had enough of Juna ….”
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 29.2.0
“Enough? Oh come on Rooney,” began the old man Pyl Perveus, whose gut only rivaled his ‘silent’ partner, the Ephant Mon known only as Bam, in terms of mass causing hindrance in their walking. They walked side by side as they always did, doing their best to keep up with a very agitated Rooney Tufuse. The leader of their gang was hot, on his way to the docking bay on Palatus from the rec room after Darla Copernicus had called down to tell them that the Millennium Falcon had finally arrived; a full day later than the rest that had been detained on Corellia, and then suddenly released on a technicality. Tufuse, who had never been caught until Corellia, was steaming mad about the whole affair, and was overly suspicious unlike the others. 
Perveus tried in vain to convey everyone else’s feelings, or at least his own. “It’s not her fault! It was that damn fool Mousk Amel. He lead CorSec to us, and then he executed that boy. Tell ‘em, Bam.”
When Bam didn’t say anything, Tufuse did. “I had it, Pyl! It isn’t worth it! She about screwed up Keterbawn. Everywhere we go some local yokel wants to pick a fricking gunfight with her, and then the really serious competition comes with a posse. Which by the way, Bam, how is that shoulder doing from that last scrum we had?” When Bam said nothing, Tufuse continued. “Now this! I got arrested, we all did, and suddenly we were all let go!?!”
“Don’t forget the craziness of Maradest.” From an adjacent corridor Tufuse’s friend Haus Sarain strutted along and took up the left side. “That wasn’t her fault, but I guess if you wanted to you could blame her for that too. We all get busted sometime, Rooney.” He didn’t sound too convinced by such a point; obviously because he didn’t like the situation afterwards. “Funny how we get to keep the merchandise, though. Be that it’s illegal, and we don’t have permits to transport stuff if it were legal.”
That still didn’t phase Perveus at all. “After the technicalities the Corellians couldn’t do crap to us. Whatever was in our crates they couldn’t acknowledge what was in them. Paperweights: nothing more! It’s over.”

Just about the time they hit the docking bay Darla came prancing about, sporting her usual dirty, messed up look. This time only the sides and back of her head were shaved off, and the long truss from the top were dyed bright orange. Despite his best efforts as her father Tufuse couldn’t get her to change such a lousy look. In fact he believed it just made her worse; the next time he was going to talk to her would be the time she shaved her head completely bald. In some ways he was glad the others didn’t know that Darla was his kid. He often wondered, though, if they would have believed him if he had admitted it. After all they were no way alike in appearance, outside their respected looks that was: he was black, she was white thanks to her long gone mother. For now, though, it just made sense to keep the relationship quiet. He wanted to in order to keep her safe; make her less than a zeroing in target by those wanting a piece of his hide. She was okay with the idea: she really didn’t want to acknowledge his existence than anything more than he was the boss.
They did share in one thing: their opinion of Juna. “Are you going to crank her outta here?”

“Gee, Darla, you would have thought we were getting rid of Ol’ Belt the way you’re talkin’,” mused Sarain playfully.

“She’s worse than Besirmesserresuron! At least he’s gone or it would be double the trouble.”
“Now hold on Orange Head,” began Perveus. “Ol’ Belt wasn’t bad with Juna, and I can’t see how they compare. She’s been doing the job. And you wanted her here in the first place.” When the large group stopped in front of the Falcon he got along side of Tufuse. “Remember, Rooney, she’s got the ship we need to make heavy, long runs. Don’t kick her.”
Tufuse did keep that fact in consideration. Still the latest happening on Corellia, where they were legitimately dead to rights finished but suddenly let go with Tahcee Cental’s weapons CorSec knew came from Keterbawn still on their ships, was an ass bug he couldn’t fart out. He kept thinking, as she emerged from the ramp sporting her concealed appearance and heavy blaster slung over her right hip, of the possibility that she was a Republic Intelligence operative. Someone like he was supposed to be; an infiltrator that stirred up trouble while pretending to be nonchalant and innocent. To him Juna was too smart and too eloquent for smuggling, and her piloting skills were beyond equal, suggesting that she was educated and trained by the best: no natural flyer was that good. He did have to be careful here, a reminder in the form of the weapon still holstered. He had saw her drop Southpaw Puduowmot even before Southpaw could finish the movement of going for his blaster. It was barely a flinch, but Southpaw was going for it. In the end, without the cleared blaster, it looked like a legitimate murder with a big hole right between Southpaw’s eyes. Why did Belt had to be right about her?
Perveus’ observation was unfortunately a correct one. Tufuse was down to his core in terms of membership. The other wannabes and joiner of the past had either vanished or went lockstep to Nal Hutta to become Yabbula the Hutt’s pawns. With a limited number of ships remaining and the orders becoming larger and larger it was bound to reach a point as to where his fleet of ships were insufficient for any large load run; the butter of his operation’s bread. With Juna’s ship it was going to keep them in the game for a few more months. The decision to come down on her was the correct one, but he still had to decide whether or not it would be wise to take her ship away from her. Aside from the obvious that she was faster than anyone, and a few times she had proven that no number of extra guns could outmatch her, was the stigma that followed anyone who takes someone’s ship from them, either by death or by force. No one in the fringe liked starship thieves, of any kind.
“Where have you been?” asked Tufuse directly as she approached. “CorSec have a few more questions to ask you?”

“I was busy,” said Juna in usual, neutral tones. It unnerved Tufuse quite a bit when she spoke like that; it reminded him of the competent great officers he studied under to become a pilot in the Republic Navy. “It didn’t seem prudent to come back here right away. I navigated around to see if I was being followed. Made a few stops.” She looked at the others. “I hope everyone else here covered their tracks. Stopped at a few spaceports and check their ships for tracking devices.”
The grumblings and shuffling of feet was enough to tell Tufuse that everyone -- including him -- did not. They came directly from Corellia to the hide out. Darla just huffed, shook her head, put her hands up and said, “What difference does that make here! This is about you! Thanks to you we got busted!”
Juna looked at the young woman and said, “I didn’t run.”
“Right,” Darla interrupted.

“You all did. In fact even Pyl was well ahead of me.”

“Right!”

“So…why is that all you got caught when I stayed behind?” Before Darla could begin another round of proving how stupid she was, Juna held up a hand. “Mousk Amel  gave CorSec all the energy it needed to pursue us when he executed that boy. You have only so many brain cells left. I suggest you conserve them, and stop hanging around fuel fumes.”
Tufuse gave his daughter a hard look to shut her up; Darla was ready to explode with anger and swear words, but she followed his lead and wisely walked to the back of the group. “That’s…not the point here. The point is we were caught, and then we were let go because some idiot filed the wrong authorization warrant for their little sting. Just another unusual circumstance that always happens around you.”
Crossing her arms Juna pointed out, “Funny how you didn’t have this problem with me when your life was on the line.”
“It’s not just Corellia, it’s everything else that’s adding up,” Tufuse assured her.

“No, it’s Corellia,” said Sarain a bit dejectedly. “We shouldn’t be here, we should be on Kessel making small rocks into big rocks.” He threw at her an accusation. “Make any deals with CorSec? After all, we still have the weapons.”
“Did you?” Juna threw back at him.

For a few moments Tufuse watched Juna and Haus stare each other down, and for the first time he really noticed an unspoken animosity there. The two weren’t friends even from the start. Now, though, there was something there between them fueling the stare down, something that Haus sensed from her that made him not want to back down. It had to be more than the typical stuff like card cheating. Maybe Haus made the moves on her; Tufuse was a little impressed with his friend’s tendencies to make sure he made sure he was a man at least once in every spaceport they visited. Sometimes, though, Haus was a little abrasive in terms of personality; he probably rubbed Juna figuratively wrong; Nubians women were always hard to impress.
“That’s the last time I hear that shit. It stops now: no one’s made a deal with anyone!” Tufuse stepped in front of Juna, cutting off the stare down and ending it. “Ever since I allowed you in my groups strange shit has been happening. I’m tired of it.”
“I see.” Juna nodded and looked around dejectedly at first. “So this isn’t about how bad of a smuggler I am, because I’m not and you all know it. This is just all about circumstances. You can’t handle the baggage that comes with success.”

“It’s about luck, Juna, and in this galaxy one’s luck always affects another’s luck. When the goings good its bad for someone else. When someone comes along that’s too good to be true the reality is the bad follows equally.” Tufuse gestured around him. “I remembered when my worries were nominal a few months ago. Now every worry I have features you.”

Juna looked at everyone, and finally at Perveus. “You agree?”

“Me and Bam don’t,” the old Human assured her. Bam, as always, said nothing. “Shit happens. Can’t explain it, you just go on and leave it behind.”
Juna looked back towards Sarain and said, “And I know which side of the bread you put your butter on.”
Sarain gave her a sneer and said, “Nothing personal, Babe: I’m just going along with the boss man.”

Tufuse turned to the others and said empathically, “This is not a democracy! You opinions don’t mean spickles in MY operation, remember! It’s my way or no way!” And that was the way he preferred it. He wasn’t going to let any of them decide for him otherwise. His way of control kept him out of jail, kept him and the others safe, and made him feel that he had a grasp on things. Weak? Maybe so, but a lot of dictators lived a long time by owning it all so why not. “You’re out, Juna.”

Everyone expected more than her response, but no more than shouting because gunplay wasn’t a desired response. Juna said, “Very well.” She turned towards her ship, stretched on her tip toes, opened a panel, and activated the manual override to the front cargo hold. Finished, she thumbed over her shoulder towards the opening. “Get your shit off my ship. You got five minutes. Anything left behind is going to be jettisoned.”

Tufuse was actually glad nothing more than that occurred. Of course no one else was thrilled by the fact that they had to do work. But he needed those weapons, every single last one of them to appease Tahcee Cental. The Naszume with Hutt backing just lost her right hand man in this botched arms sale, and she was going to want to know why, and she was going to definitely want to know why they got away unscathed with her arms. His hope was that the latter would be answered with the complete return of her arms. There was a good chance they weren’t going to get nadda out of it save for their skins, which that was a chance he was sure the others would take.
After the others got the conveyor system set up to unload the cargo while Juna stood there and did absolutely nothing, Darla scampered up there and began the unloading process. Immediately everyone else noticed the difference in the cargo containers. Different color, different designs, and none of them looked capable of holding the Avenger Three rockets or other forms of large ordinance.
Tufuse couldn’t contain his growing anger when he stomped over towards Juna. She didn’t remotely look nervous or afraid; she didn’t even bat an eye in worry. “What the hell is this! These ain’t weapons!”

“Open them and find out: it’s your stuff not mine,” was Juna’s insistent answer.

“STOP!” Tufuse waited for them all to stop. He proceeded to the container directly in front of him still on the conveyor belt, broke the seal, and opened it. Inside it was stacked to the hilt in gold coins.

Sarain sputtered loudly, grabbed another container, and opened it to find the same result. “Hot damn!” He looked over and watched both Perveus and Bam open their own containers. Perveus’ reaction was one of silent appraisal, while Bam easily lifted the container to show off the gold coins in it. Sarain looked up and saw a gawking Darla at the mouth of the hold. “How many more containers?”
Darla disappeared inside the hold, then came back with shock on her face. “There’s twenty more.” And there was all ready ten they had unloaded. “There’s got to be close to a million credits worth of gold here!”

“Actually millions worth,” corrected Juna. “Well below the worth of the weapons, but when you take the current rate of gold on the Bothan Stock Exchange and since we didn’t have anything to show for it to begin with…”

“Where’s the weapons,” demanded Tufuse immediately, getting over his euphoria. “Where are they? Who did you sell them to! Do you have any idea what you just did!?!”

“Yeah, I put Tahcee Cental in a fix,” said Juna casually. “What if I told you that these weapons weren’t even hers to begin with.”

“Well…the Trade Federation…”

Juna shook her head. “She sold the weapons under the noses of the Hutts. She was supposed to hold them, not sell them. The Trade Federation held them for her at Keterbawn. Congratulations, Rooney, we almost crossed the Hutts in the worse possible way.”
Tufuse looked around at the others who were too busy ogling the gold in the chests. He composed himself and said, “But…who did you sell your stash of weapons to?”
“I sold them back to the Hutts,” said Juna calmly. “At a fraction of their cost, of course. They were just happy to get the weapons back. Well, part of them.” She pointed to everyone. “You all got about ten days to get the rest of the weapons to Tatooine and collect the rest of the payment, or Jabba is going to forget the deal and just take your heads instead.”

“You brokered a deal without my approval!?!” Tufuse was beside himself now. “Did it ever occur to you that Cental can send people after us?”

“She can’t, and she won’t.” Juna gestured towards Darla. “Those crates full of gold aren’t going to grow legs and get off my ship. You all still have three minutes.” The small girl scampered quickly back into the hold and her labors could be heard loudly. Sarain ran up the conveyor belt to help her. She turned to Tufuse and said, “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Rooney.”

Tufuse was engulfed in emotions that confused him. He wanted to shoot Juna dead. He wanted to have her baby despite the biological constraints against him. The best he could muster when Juna turned her back on him to leave was just sputter out, “N-now wait a grubber-picking minute!” She casually turned around on her heels like an experienced military officer. It caused him to stop again, and he hated that; not that he had anything to immediately say. He cleared his throat and went back to his angry position. “You took away my leverage from sparing us Cental’s wraith.”
Juna frowned. “You pretend that she’s more powerful than Jabba the Hutt?”

“She isn’t, but she’s got a real problem now, doesn’t she? Maybe she’ll be inclined to go after us as a last gasp.”
“She won’t.”

“How do you know that?” And then he remembered what she had said earlier. “And how the hell do you know that these weapons were the Hutts? Huh! How do you know all this?”

“I don’t have to tell you anymore, I’m out.” She looked up at the ship and yelled. “Two minutes!”

“What if,” Tufuse began, swallowing down his pride and his bile because he absolutely hated backtracking from a decision, “you stayed.”

“I still wouldn’t tell you,” said Juna simply. He looked at her with some growing contempt, which in turned made her do something he had really never seen or hear before; she grew hot and spoke loudly at him. “You know why people don’t work for you very long, Rooney? Because you don’t trust them. You have no faith in them. That’s why you rule everything with a iron fist around her: you have no complacency when it comes to trust.”
“I trust people,” Tufuse shot back. “You look who has been here and you tell me do I not trust them? People leave because they can’t take orders! This is my operation!”

“Right, you give four people sand and give the rest grief for you not sharing.”

Tufuse shook his head and asked, “What the hell does that mean?”

“Ever hear of not enough sand in the sandbox? Well no one gets to that point unless you have one spoiled little brat hogging it all. It isn’t about wealth, it’s about trust. You hog all the trust around here that you don’t dare let others get in on it. You’re afraid to. Can’t run a business like that in an environment like this.” She looked back up the ship. “One Minute!” She looked back at Tufuse. “It’s all about listening to other ideas, letting loose a little, and let others offer solutions to problems.”
“My way works!” exclaimed Tufuse. “It gets rid of problems fast. Those that follow my lead reap from it. Those that don’t leave. Those who stay and listen to me long enough earn my trust.”
“Trust applies that you know them then.” Juna eyed Tufuse carefully. “Do you know them well? Like Sarain or Copernicus or Perveus? How well do you know them?”

“I know them better than you.”

Juna just looked at him sly, and then turned her attention back to the conveyor belt. Both Sarain and Darla were riding it down, finished with their task. She was playfully laying on top of rogue, flirting with him playfully. Tufuse saw that and felt a sudden irk about the scene. Haus was a good guy, but he flirted around with every skirt in the universe. Bedding his daughter would have been just another notch on his head board.
Tufuse cleared his throat and said, “I know they wouldn’t sell arms behind my back.”
Juna bounced her eyebrows and said, “Funny that. I could have just left, or never came back here with the arm’s sale profits. Hell, I could have screwed you so easily by now, Rooney. The facts alone, I should have earned your trust by now.” She gave him a small salute. “Farewell. Don’t forget, you got ten days to get those weapons to Jabba.”
Tufuse was still perplexed on what to do, but she had some very valid points. He said, “So you don’t want any of this gold?”

“Nope. It’s the gang’s booty, not mine.”

Sighing, he felt more compelled to hang on to her. Tufuse couldn’t explain what it was, but if he didn’t he felt it was going to drive him nuts. He said, “Wait.” She hadn’t moved since he stopped her the last time. “Look…maybe I’m wrong. I’ll admit that.” He scratched his head. “Maybe I just got to learn to accept you. It’s just things are so weird with you involved. I hate weird.”
“I hate weird too,” Juna said. She spread her arms out. “So, are you asking me to stay?” Finally, with still some doubt about it, he nodded. “I’ll stay. I’ll take my usually thirty percent, please.”

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

CHAPTER 29.2.1

I knew there was a catch. Juna was so damn savvy and cleaver, I had to hate her for that. I just couldn’t get rid of her. It would have made sense if Belt was still around, but Ol’ Pyl was right Belt improved with her. And when he left, all there was left was my ego being bruised by what she was doing without my approval. Looking back at it now I really didn’t have a right to do it. Looking back…I wished I pursued her point about trust. Maybe ask her what she absolutely meant by that.
For now I just have to be thankful that she was there…
A few days, and nights, later, the group had huddled around the all purpose cooking stove that heated their foiled dinners, kept them warm, and hence they enjoyed the evening as if it were a camp out. They lounged around mostly, lying about against the metal walls of the hidden base, enjoying their meals and whatever brew was available. Tonight, thanks to Pyl Perveus, it was Stampede Malt. The stuff had enough in it’s frothy head to knock a Wookiee out cold. Even Bam took mild sips.
After the group pretty much finished their meals, the lone member that wasn’t there came in with her tray and dumped it in the receptacle. Juna never ate with them, for it meant that she had to lift her veil to exposure her scared face. A subject Tufuse didn’t want to breech her on. Apparently the gold she brought back changed everyone’s opinion of her that was negative. No one gave her bad looks or said anything stupid.
Sarain, laying not far from Tufuse, propped up on his right arm, whispered to him, “I can’t blame her, you know?” Apparently his best friend could read minds. “I was there in the booking center when it was her turn. They took off her head gear to get a picture of her. Whoever smecked her up didn’t miss a inch.”
Tufuse shook his head, but was taken aback when Sarain said, “She deserved it.”

“What?” Tufuse watched Sarain look at him perplexed. All the Corellian did in response at the moment was play with his stupid necklace that some tart on some world had gave him; it was a kid’s necklace, which had a cute little sprite dangling from it. When he kept his shirt buttoned no one could see it. “What in the hell makes you say that?”
“Well think about: someone had to be either a psycho or she did something to piss someone off.” He shrugged his shoulders with indifference. “We’ve been around this block, man. How many times have we seen chicks do stupid things and get themselves killed?”

Unfortunately Sarain had a point. In the fringe the cute and cuddly always got swatted and it was over the most mundane things. Still, Tufuse found himself in disagreement with the man that had saved his neck quite a few times; that was how they became friends, saving each other during a city size riot that got started by a rigged sabacc game. “Nah man. Not her.”
“Oh, because she’s Nubian? I’ve had a fair share of that fish in my travels, they ain’t all preachy and ethical.”

“Nah, nah. She’s too smart for that.”
Sarain frowned and said, “She didn’t sleep with me.”

Tufuse laughed loudly and said, “Well, there you go! Smarts!” Sarain gave him a small kick. Curious by the admission, he asked, “You…asked her to sleep with you?”
Sarain took a pull from his malt, shook from the after affect, and said in a mumbling tone, “I don’t know why I asked. Pity maybe.” He shook his head a little. “There’s…something about her. It’s like…she’s in my head…”
“Whatever happened to pretty faces, tight bottoms, and even tighter clothing?” Tufuse was comically referring to Sarain’s ‘high standards’ he often preached.

“Like I said, pity.” Sarain chagrinned and said, “Luckily I came to my senses.”

Somehow Tufuse didn’t believe that. Whenever Sarain cut to the chase when it came to women, it was because they blew him off. Like guys with Sarain’s ego they lied, did their best to put the bad stuff behind them, and moved on to the next conquest so they could brag about it. Sometimes Tufuse hated listening to Sarain’s achievements, so it was refreshing to hear about his failures. Especially when Tufuse knew he was no Force’s gift to women; every guy should share in his womanless plight.

When Darla skipped by, drawing Tufuse’s eyes away from Juna, he realized why he really didn’t make a better effort to score. Although they didn’t have the father-daughter relationship, having Darla around created this idea in his head that he couldn’t be with other women; it was like he had married her mother, the mother was waiting for them both at home, and like a dutiful father that enjoyed his work he was dragging his offspring around the galaxy to see ‘what daddy did’, and therefore had to be on his best behavior in return. A husband bound by faith to never stray, particularly with his little girl around.

In reality Darla’s mother was murdered brutally, her remains littered all over a cantina floor on Tatooine. No one saw nothing. No one knew why it happened. The results were a rumor about a twelve year old girl wondering the desert streets looking for a new mother and shelter. He raced to Tatooine and rescued her. Since then he had done the best he could to raise her. Maybe it wasn’t all that good of a job, but she could fly and fight and take care of herself. Along with ship and blaster she had all the needs for survival in the big, bad fringe.

After such deep thinking Tufuse spent the rest of the night acting just like everyone else to some degree: small talk, small thinking, and a lot of slow drinking with the exceptionally powerful malt. Perveus got brave and drank down two large gulps and passed out for about five minutes; Bam woke him up with a well placed slap on the old man’s back. They would smartly hold back on drinking, and then start up again when it appeared it was all right to continue. Since there was no rush to get the weapons to Tatooine, and nothing else was up, there appeared to be no reason to hold back. After the mess on Corellia they needed to get loose.

Where the time went Tufuse didn’t know, but suddenly he was being shaken awake. Thankfully the place was dark or the stinging of his opening eyes would have been really bad. The beginnings of a hang over was one of pounding hammers within his skull; the hammers trying to knock his eyes out of his head.
“Whoa, there, Rooney,” said Perveus carefully. The old man’s ugly mug was not a great sight to see; especially when the alcohol kept altering Tufuse’s perceptions of him. “Stampede does as advertised.”
Tufuse was helped to a sitting position, and upon looking around he noticed it was just him, Perveus, and Bam in the room; Bam was sitting upright asleep, while during his binge Tufuse had went from one side of the room to the other. “Wherf is evfree one?” He had no real control of his mouth as he tried to talk. He was definitely between the drunk and hung over phase.
“They went to bed I think,” said Perveus. He rubbed his head repeatedly, trying to rub away his pounding headache. “It’s just way too late to wonder. Best just…get. I got…Bam.” He helped Tufuse to his feet. “You all right.”
Tufuse answered, but even he didn’t understand what he said. He shrugged away Perveus’ help and stumbled his way out of the lounge. He used the wall to his right to help him stay upright. It was like he was walking a high wire, but as he continued to advance his walking improved with only the occasional hand on the wall for balance. Still, his room was pretty damn good far away, and with the way his stomach crawled internally he felt the need to hurry up and get there before he blew chunks.
Suddenly…

A door was open and he fell hard on his right side! It was locked open, like a few of the doors were for the purposes of convenience. Right now, it had conveniently knocked the wind out of him and made his head throb even more. “Son of a…” He struggled to get up, looking downward before looking up…

Further into the room, past the row of shelves they had put up for little things like spare parts that they didn’t need, Haus Sarain had a hold of Juna by her dress shirt and just threw her insanely hard into a short row of shelves coming off the far wall. The impact caused both Juna and shelves to fall. Sarain’s face was a bloodied, angry mess when he reached for the downed Nubian…

Tufuse wasn’t sure what he was seeing, but what happened next didn’t quite register either. Sarain was about to snatch Juna up when the man just flew backwards, snapping his body oddly as if he was struck by a thrust kick in the gut. And then Juna flipped to her feet. Again, Tufuse did the best he could to understand what he just saw; it looked like she did a complete, acrobatic forward flip, body all tucked for one full roll, and then she opened up and landed perfectly on her feet.

Juna ducked, and a chair missed her head. She ducked again, and it was a small lamp. Tufuse noticed during this that her blaster was missing….

The roar from Sarain’s gullet snapped Tufuse’s attention back to the action. Sarain charged towards Juna, throwing a round house right that didn’t connect. Before Tufuse could blink, Sarain was suddenly on his right knee holding his ribs. Sarain went to grab Juna’s leg…

Juna just no hand cartwheel flipped over Sarain, and before she landed on one leg with no problem she executed an unbelievable snap spin kick with the other leg, the foot clocking Sarain in the back of the head. The rogue fell unnaturally forward with a loud, sickeningly thud.
Without another thought Tufuse walked quickly towards the two and pulled out his blaster when it appeared that Juna was going to attack his best friend to kill him. He tried to aim…

The blaster leapt out of his hands. Or maybe he actually threw the blaster when he raised his arms too fast. Whatever the reason, the blaster was no longer in his hands. It landed perfectly in Juna’s outstretched left. She glared at him, and that’s when Tufuse realized that Haus had torn her veil off her face; the man was right, the young woman lost to a meat grinder. Patches of scars that didn’t match her natural skin tones decorated the landscape of her face. Now he was going to loose to her. He had been right about her all alone. Why didn’t he listen to his gut?
“What in…HELL!” Perveus’ words cut through the tiny moment of silence. Tufuse didn’t look back behind him, from where the old man spoke, until he said, “DARLA! OH MY GOD! ROONEY!!! BAM!!! BAM!!!!!!!!!!!”

The way Pyl Perveus said what he said suddenly shocked Rooney Tufuse back into real time thinking. The haze of being drunk, the affects of it afterwards, and the shock of seeing the brawl between Juna and Haus seemed to slowly vanish, more so as he walked towards where the old man was crouching down a few rows away from the door near the front of the room. Stopping right where he had originally fell into the room, he saw Perveus backing away from something, so for a moment it obscured his vision. When the old man moved away, Tufuse’s heart stopped: his daughter was lying face up unconscious and her clothes torn apart.
All he could remember was the sound of his heart beating in his ears. He didn’t remember the distance he traveled to reach her. He didn’t remember grabbing her at the time. Holding her. Or trying to understand what had horrifically happened. The drunken haze was gone, replace with a white shock that froze him, held him in position, with his Daughter whimpering in his embrace with her eyes closed. He…He didn’t know what to do. Or who he was. All he knew was that his Darla had been hurt. She had been hurt bad. Why couldn’t he stop her hurting? Why couldn’t he stop it? Where was he? Where the hell was he? Why was his Daughter like this? Who had done it? Who was responsible?
The suddenness of Darla’s raging, clawing attack forced Tufuse to let go in unexpected shock. Her unannounced and unexpected awakening surpassed rude after she had clawed his face once with a scream that could curl used thick oil let alone blood. She got away and just continued to scream, clawing backwards in fright as her back hit the wall. From there she just stared at him, unblinking, screaming, terrified and ready to strike. Tufuse just didn’t know what to do…
Darla’s screams ended in mid exhale, her large eyes looked past and above her father. Tufuse was for a few moments just thrilled that she stopped acting like a wild, wailing animal. He felt someone hovering behind him, causing him to react by spinning on his feet towards the source, reaching for a blaster he did not have. He wasn’t in his right mind, forgetting so much and not thinking at all. It was a good thing then that it was Juna who was the one standing behind him. The one-eyed shootist was staring at Darla, looking pale and strained. She had her right arm wrapped around her midsection, favoring her ribs. Tufuse recalled that Juna had received a bit of a beat down on Corellia, and her bruised ribs had to be inflamed with pain after…
Without another thought, Tufuse saw everything, or rather someone in particular, all too clearly. His Darla…Juna…it was Haus Sarain who was missing! It was Haus Sarain that had done this! No one needed to tell him! He knew very damn hell well that it was Haus Sarain who had tortured and shredded his Daughter!

Knowing he didn’t have his blaster, Rooney Tufuse got up and said to Juna in passing, “Stay with her” and grabbed the first blunt object his eyes saw: a piece of pipe. He stormed out of the room, unsure how he knew where to find the others but eventually he found both Bam and Perveus working Sarain over; Bam held Sarain, forcing him down on his knees, while the elderly Perveus just continuously and methodically delivered telegraphing right hands to Sarain’s face. “HEY!”
Perveus stopped and took a few much needed breaths; his efforts paled him, but there was a note of satisfaction on his grizzled features. “Juna told us the whole thing, Rooney! Don’t tell me you’re coming to his aide!”

Rooney swung the pipe around to where it landed with a loud THUNK in his left hand. The damn thing weighed a lot and it could do more than just break glass. “Nah, Old Man. I’m here to split his skull.”

“Good!” Perveus then turned and kicked Sarain hard in the crouch, which at that point Bam let go. The battered Sarain just cowered on all fours in pain, it was all he could do. Perveus bent down as low as his belly would allow him and jabbed a finger in Sarain’s face. “If there’s anything else that is worse than a starship thief it’s a no good, slime filled, can’t keep it in his pants sonuvabitch punk rapists like you! You better pray you die soon, boy, because if not I’m not finished with you! Not by a parsec!”

Rooney walked over towards Sarain, standing his ground in front of his friend while the other struggled to sit up. Sarain’s face was bruising badly, his nose was disjointed, but although the eyes were puffy and near closed Sarain could see the man now standing above him. 

Sarain spat out some blood to his right, then smiled a little to reveal his missing and broken teeth. Pained, he struggled out as chuckling remark. “Hey pal…what’s the problem? I…I was only…having a little fun.” Rooney closed his eyes in sheering rage and in deep, emotional pain. Sarain missed it all, gesturing towards the corridor a few times. “And…And…And suddenly….that one eye bitch flies in there on wires…Darla tired to fight her…”
“Shut up.”

“Only Juna pistol whipped her…”

“Shut up!”

“And that’s when…I went to help Darla…”

“DARLA IS MY DAUGHTER!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” Rooney screamed into Sarain’s face and conscious. Somehow Sarain’s eyes grew wide, as if the swelling wasn’t there. Perveus just stood where he was with a wide open mouth. Bam’s huge face expressed what had to pass as an Ephant Mon’s version of disbelief; the chiseled features in the rough hide stretched to where there were no wrinkles or cresses. The secret was now out.
“No…way,” whispered Sarain. Denial wasn’t just a crater on the planet Gyty at the moment for him. “No…frickin’…way.”

Rooney nodded, his head coming down every time he said, “Yes.” He stood up while Sarain just continued to shake his head. Rooney looked to Perveus and said, “By all rights, I’m going to kill this man.” It wasn’t even a formality to ask anyone or tell anyone what he was about to do. In the fringe, it was every being for themselves. There was no real unwritten rules, just stuff agreed upon my mutual parties that always looked to stab the other in the back. And if that party didn’t have a knife they had a blaster, and if they didn’t have a blaster they had something else. There was no need to justify Sarain’s death. This was Rooney Tufuse’s place, his organization, his rules: he was god and no one else’s opinion mattered.

“Pyl.”
“If you don’t kill him I will,” said the old man with a nod.

“Bam.”

Bam looked between Perveus and Rooney several times, looked down at Sarain, and said with a clear, very female voice that betrayed her gender. “I say kill the bastard. His life and his ship is yours Boss.”

“You are damn right,” said Rooney, pointing at Bam with the heavy pipe. His eyes slowly trained downward at Sarain, who was staring up at him. “So damn right.”
“Rooney…please…I was drinking,” begged Sarain. “I didn’t know what I was doing!”

“Really,” chuckled Rooney a bit hysterically. He readied the pipe. “You know what, ‘Friend’? I was drinking too!” He raised the pipe up, swung for Sarain’s head…

Only Rooney didn’t have the pipe in his hand when he swung downward, and thus only his hand brushed hard against the side of Sarain’s head. The pipe, and both Bam and Perveus’ blasters, sailed across the room towards the corridor. There, all three weapons hovered before Juna, in front of her outstretched right hand.
Rooney’s rage was instantly replaced with strangled curiosity. Perveus was going to say something, stopped, tried again, stopped again, tried a third time, and only made a noise. Bam looked between Juna and Sarain, unsure whether to react to her or keep a close eye on him to make sure he didn’t escape. Sarain wasn’t aware of anything visual more than a foot beyond him.
The weapons fell to the metal floor with a loud clank when she lowered her hand, exposing Juna’s revealed face in the process. But even her scared features did not diminish what the smugglers had just saw. She looked to Rooney and said, “You don’t have a say at all if Sarain lives or dies.” She looked at all of them. “None of you do.”

Sidestepping a little, Juna withdrew her blaster slowly and cleanly, but it caused everyone to flinch nonetheless. She reached back with her left hand, and very carefully urged Darla to step out from the shadows. The smaller girl hobbled on her weakened legs, sobbing, and very pale and getting paler when she saw Sarain. Darla immediately locked onto Juna as if she were a little woodland creature seeking safety upon a strong, tall tree; clawing her fingers into the thick, dark purple fabric of Juna’s garments.
Juna then did something everyone else in the room thought was madness; she gave an emotionally imploding being her weapon. She placed the weapon in front of Darla’s wide, large eyes and said, “You know what you have to do. We discussed this, remember?”

And like a spring loaded trap Darla gobbled up Juna’s blaster, oriented the weapon to it’s correct position, and pointed it straight at Sarain. Both Bam and Perveus slowly backed away from the rapist because they were, technically, right in the line of fire if she missed wide with what they expected to be a multitude of crazed shots. None came as Darla gripped the blaster with shaking hands and a hyperventilating disposition. A confidence was apparent in her upright stance. A contorted form of anger showed through her gritting teeth. The scene lasted for ten agonizing seconds, the pause making even the hardest of men’s skin crawl with anticipation.

“Do it, Darla!” yelled Perveus. “Kill this rotten egg!”

“Quiet!” yelled Juna back, staring the old man down, as if she was never grateful at all for him sticking up for her all this time. “She don’t need your help.”
Rooney watched Juna stroll up behind Darla, carefully putting her head by the young girl’s right ear, and spoke in a whisper that everyone could hear nonetheless. “Keep in mind the benefits of doing what needs to be done here. No one will blame you. No one will dare.” She stood back up and said plainly and coldly, “Take your time.”
“D-Darla.” Sarain’s strained voice caused Darla to jump and nearly pull the trigger. He raised his hands towards her, which in turn she pushed the blaster’s barrel much closer to his face. It caused him to falter and back down, more reasonably scared than before. He was quiet now save for his pained, whimpering breath. The room though was dominated by Darla’s quick, repetitive inhales and exhales, the sounds of blaster moving up and down in her hands.
Thirty seconds later, and with no shot fired and with no death, Juna stepped to Darla’s side, putting an arm around her shoulder and with her right hand laid it on the weapon and easily encouraged the young woman to lower the weapon. Darla wept loudly and turned her body towards her companion to loosen more sorrow into Juna’s chest. Juna looked ready to cry as well. She held her composure and took the weapon from Darla’s hands, bringing a sigh of relief from everyone else because of the whole unpredictable nature of the one who had once held it.
Rooney carefully approached the two, not sure if he should touch his daughter let alone console her. The sting of the scratches on his face throbbed and reminded him of what occurred only minutes ago in the other room. He wanted and needed to hold her, to reaffirm that fact that she was his daughter. At the same time a small, linger thought in the back of his mind told him to grab the blaster from Juna and shoot Sarain dead. He couldn’t understand why Darla spared him after what he had done.
“Because the alternative is just,” said Juna suddenly, as if she could read his mind. Before Rooney could say anything, she looked at him and towards the others. “Sarain’s got a price on his head, placed there by the Arch Duke of Kuat. It’s quite large, and it is required that Sarain is alive. It’s for doing exactly what he had done to Darla.” She looked at Rooney directly to compel him to take what she was suggesting. “After we take her to a hospital I have no problem whatsoever taking Sarain to Kuat and transferring the bounty to you.”
There was an uneasy silence that was followed by Rooney figuratively smacking himself. For a few moments he had thought of Sarain as a friend and a fellow smuggler and how it was an unwritten law that no one -- not even a rival smuggler -- turned in their fellow man to any form of law; even the Hutts didn’t do that, fearing that such advantageous tactic can be used against them beside the fact that no criminal element would want to have anything to do with that particular person. He could see the conflicting apprehension in both Perveus’ and Bam’s eyes; they were firm believers of instant, take-care-of-it-yourself justice, but they too saw this as a breach.
Rooney Tufuse made up his mind….and it was the wrong thing to do.

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

CHAPTER 29.3

“Funny how such endearments of brotherhood go flying out the hatch when something like this not only hits too close to home but blows the whole damn house up.”

It was evening now on Fautica. Tufuse began to turn on some lights after he had finished telling Enothchild the story, and on the last light he spoke of the fact that ended everything he had lived by, survived in, and lost to. Like with Dizzy and Muriel recently it took something to strike him hard enough to remind them they had to take care of himself and more importantly take care of the one he loved.

With one event that struck the Human personally hard everything around him changed and everything that he was changed, or had to in order for he and his daughter to go on. Tufuse prided himself on control, of knowing that the gang he created was his, that he knew everything and thus had a good grip on what was his galaxy. It was all about perception, how one did exist in the galaxy based on how they perceived themselves in it. It was selfishness, yes, but for some it was the only way to live. Outsiders could say Tufuse was a control freak. Others could say he was lacking self confidence.
Juna actually hit the actual diagnosis on the head: trust. Tufuse trusted no one, thus why he had to control everything. It was ‘his gang’. It was ‘his rules’. They were ‘his pilots’ and ‘his ships’. He reinforced the idea that it was all his so he could accept the others, but not befriend them. So when Haus Sarain had really become his friend Tufuse had to invest a great deal of what little trust he had to give. Next to Darla, Sarain was family.
This terrible event changed a great deal of Tufuse’s perceptions of how he was to exist in the galaxy, but he was still the same man he was prior to it. Sarain’s actions altered what Tufuse needed to do to exist; the biggest part of that was to include Darla in his thought processes more, thus the tragedy was replayed again and again as he thought what was in the best interest of the both of them. It was all about control, about controlling who he could trust. For the sake of the point Tufuse was not controlling his daughter, it wasn’t that kind of control. He wanted to control the outcomes of his life; a cause that was both noble and narcissistic usually born on a decision, like befriending Haus Sarain, that burned deeply in the end; a bad, bad choice. He was living a tightly cautious life that wasn’t close to paranoia, but it limited him and his options. On who he could trust.
“I took Juna up on her offer,” said Tufuse once he finished with turning on all the lights. “At the hospital I made the decision to end operations. I finished the arms deal with Jabba and gave Bam, Pyl, and Juna the profits. Has promised my alias account got an infusion of four hundred thousand credits.” He leaned up against the wall, while Enothchild remained seated in the chair he was in; the whole time listening respectively. “I couldn’t go on after what happened. And despite what Pyl told me I doubted very much that he would have worked with me after turning Sarain in. Same with Bam. Juna?” He shook his head. “I think she was on the way out too. I figure what happened to Darla hit a little too close to mark for her.”
Although he had been listening Enothchild didn’t realize right away that Tufuse was waiting for a response to his question, didn’t realize it was actually a question poised to him. He noted it finally, and shook his head. “All I can say for now is that Juna had suffered in the past. But perhaps you’re right.”
Enothchild stood up, feeling that he had used up almost all of his allotted time here with Tufuse, or the time the man was going to allow him to have. The ending of the story coupled with his defiant stance said as much. He said to Tufuse, “I won’t know until I find her. Please, if you know where she is.”
“You don’t get it, do you?” Tufuse kept his back against the wall. “Look, even if I do believe you that you did good for me and Darla it still doesn’t get you Juna.”
“She isn’t in trouble from me.”

Tufuse let out a little noise of dissention. “A Jedi goes all out like this for a runaway? Maybe. Kidnap victim? Absolutely. Someone that breaks the law and has to be taken down? Totally. Out of concern for one single individual?” He shook his head. “Goes against your beliefs. One person does not trump yourself or the galaxy.” He then scoffed. “Unless it’s personal. And it can’t be that.”
Enothchild did his best to level with Tufuse without saying too much. One last plea of hope that was designed to illicit the information directly. “Believe me when I say this, even if it is the only thing you will believe from me: it is personal.”

There was contemplative silence between the two. Tufuse worked his jaw around for a few moments as what Enothchild said had an affect. Enothchild could feel some conflict from the man, but it wasn’t enough. Tufuse was too steadfast. It meant more to him to help Juna by remaining silent than it did to help Enothchild with his personal problem. Tufuse also had faith in Juna that she could take care of herself just fine if Yabbula or anyone else decided to press their luck against her. Of course Tufuse never possessed what Enothchild knew; that the possibility of a still alive Magus Prophet being out there, looking for Juna, put her in more jeopardy than a change of mind from Yabbula; he found no reason to discount Prophet even when there was no clear evidence that it was him at Duro.
Enothchild tried one more approach, going right to the story he just heard from Tufuse’s mouth. “Did you ever once question how she managed to disarm you in that storage room? How about when you were sober enough to kill Sarain, only to have you and your men’s weapons taken from their hands without a struggle?” It was reaching Tufuse a little, so Enothchild turned it up a little more; to really add some power to his proclamation he used Naressa as a source of inspiration. “How is that your daughter had lost her mind in your arms in one instant, and in the next find calm in the presence of one being who had something do with it and the previous questions I poised to you?”
Tufuse turned his head away as the old suspicious thoughts he had that night about Juna found their way out of his skull and into the invisible energy field of the Force Enothchild could perceive. Certainly the idea -- regardless of her situation as known to Tufuse and the others -- that Juna was a Jedi had crossed his mind during and after it all happened.
Enothchild stepped forward and said, “Who do you think taught her all those things?” 
Now that was a half truth statement from him if there ever was one. He had shown Juna the ways of calming her own mind and levitation, but never once did he show her how to ease madness; the dark remnants of madness were evident upon Darla’s mind when he briefly touched her mind with his own. For a Jedi, like for anyone else, calming was made difficult based on the circumstances that demanded it; naturally because one’s survival instincts interfered in the thought process; Jedi Training did it’s best to prevent such occurrences, or at least limit them. A Jedi that lives a long life is a Jedi that never lost the battle of finding calm, no matter how bad the situation. But when it came to calming others the difficultly grew large.

The difficulties begin at the source of the problem: the mental situation in which a being was in; the greater the trauma, the greater the difficulty. This was compounded by unfamiliarity, of not knowing the intimate details of a troubled being’s mental workings; just being around them and knowing them on a friendship level was not enough to establish mental understanding through the Force. And then there were the inherent risks of connecting to deeply troubled, highly emotional, reactionary minds; even a trained Jedi Knight was susceptible of losing themselves in the abyss, caught unawares of the unknown by the great weight of insanity. Enothchild took such a risk back at Maradest almost a month ago, not once but five times, and did something more reserved for the Jedi Council to undertake. Each person he had helped took consider time, and he wasn’t a hundred percent successful. But every situation was unique.
Still, Enothchild never once showed Juna how to reorganize a being’s mind with the Force. Darla Copernicus’ mind was more deeply scared than any of the smugglers he tended to on Maradest. Yet Juna stabilized Darla to where she was rationally coherent, responsive, and could function; she was still fearful of men other than her father, but that was something that Darla had to sort out for herself. Given that Naressa had done the same thing, and more so, for both Deannta Desser and Cessa Evannava Ferngully, perhaps it was plausible that Juna inherited the knowledge like she inherited everything else from her mother, and that it came forth. It was the only explanation that made sense to Enothchild.
As for Tufuse, all due in part to what Enothchild had just said, it made sense to him too. He stood up and said, “You…trained her? She can’t be a Jedi.”
“She isn’t,” Enothchild assured him. He dove deeper into the lie he was telling, playing up on the unspoken subject that all of this -- from him to Juna and what Juna was doing -- was a big counterintelligence operation; he ‘couldn’t say more than that’. Given that Muriel used the same tactic with Vadiva back on Maradest, he figured it would work just as effectively on the rogue agent in front of him. “All I can say is that every suspicion you have right now about her I have everything to do with it. Now do you see why I took steps to protect you and your daughter? It’s to protect Juna as well. She’s in deep, very deep, and it requires me to make direct contact with her to get her out of the hole she’s in. Please, if you do care about her, tell me where I can find her.”
There was hesitation from Tufuse afterwards, but a lot of body movement that suggested that he was buying it. Finally he said, “Juna…” He stopped and looked at Enothchild, meeting the Vhinphyc’s amber eyes. He sighed and continued. “I don’t know where Juna is exactly, but she said if I ever needed her I can contact her through Pel Bayum.”

Enothchild was supposed to be elated with the news, but this piece of news stunned him. His mind flooded with thoughts and with a sudden feeling of familiarity. The past few months hit him first; the distant past in collation hit him just as hard. “Pel Bayum Comm Station?” Before Tufuse could say anything more, Enothchild had to ask one question more. “Under the account name of Siren Gheruit? That’s her message box name.”
“Yeah,” said Tufuse with a nod. “Makes sense if you don’t want to use your real name in the black ops game, or your real information. I ought to know.”
With the thoughts continuing in his head Enothchild said, “Thank you” and made a beeline fast walk to the door. When he reached he realized what he was doing and felt rather embarrassed; he was simply walking out of a situation that required some intervention and closure. Parting words would have worked in a pinch. Perhaps even try to aide Darla Copernicus further would have been nice and prudent, and lastly the right thing to do. There was another part of him that told him to go, run, back to the ship and check out the new theory that had emerged from his mind, for if it were correct…
Enothchild turned around to find Tufuse was following him to make sure he leave. He said to him, “Your daughter. Is there anything I can do for her?”

Tufuse looked back to the room where the door was still closed, where she was. He asked, “Can you see her future? Tell me that she’ll be unafraid of men again? Long after I’m gone?”
It was one of those requests Enothchild hated because the truth was a Jedi didn’t necessarily see that far. He had to guess, but at least he had some analytical data to support it. “She will. She won’t be the person she once was, but I think in some ways you will agree that it will be a good thing. In time, with some counseling, she’ll emulate you in this positive course you’re taking. She’ll become a strong, independent, and responsible woman. It will come down to faith. It will come down to her faith in you.” He put a firm hand on Tufuse’s shoulder. “So long as you don’t give up, she won’t either. Don’t give up on being her father.”
Enothchild turned and went to the door. He opened it and looked around, using his senses to ensure no one was watching and no danger was around. Rooney Tufuse, or Perkin Copernicus came up behind him and said, “Thanks.” Enothchild looked over his shoulder at him, in which Copernicus reiterated. “Thank you.”

With a nod Enothchild set off for the Ruby Heirloom, hood drawn up, walking with long strides. And when he turned on the next street he almost tapped the Force to run, but his painful leg problem throbbed to remind him that he needed patience and most important of all calm.
If he was right, he knew exactly where Juna was. Or where she was going to be next. All he had to do was remain calm.
