3 DAYS (CHAPTER 105.0)

The mood inside Rapier Manor could not have been more somber; it was worse than when Enothchild was dead. Darth Rune inflicted damage to one and it affected all. In one indirect move, the Sith Mistress had won a major battle before the war could be fought.

Enothchild and Muriel helped Juna to the nearest private residence to the Hanger Bay while everyone else spent nearly the rest of the time feeling helpless. After a while, Dizzy climbed into the severely damaged Millennium Falcon at it’s crumpled up ramp entrance to inspect the interior of the aft section. Alluetia slowly took the hint and followed Dizzy’s lead by inspecting the outside of the ship. Destiny tagged along with Alluetia, at best only to point out things Alluetia overlooked. Casper, Nach, Nowen, and Mathaniel one by one began to small talk through the situation like the survivors of a terrible accident.

Muriel’s return barely changed the subject. Casper asked, “How is she?”

Shaking her head as the only answer, the red head knew where her husband was. She squeezed through the crushed natural opening in the hull. Standing up, she used the sides of the interior hull to help her walk down the incline to the aft section. She navigated past the open floor that lead to the hyperdrive system. One look, and Muriel wished she hadn’t looked; the hyperdrive motivator was visibly cracked from one end of the assembly points to the other leading back to the engine diversion manifold. The safety interlocks, engaged at all times while the starship was warming up, prevented the reactor breach. Muriel thanked the Force privately for that little reality.

Dizzy was sitting on a magnetized box right in front of the large door panel to the engine assembly. The panel was open, and the air was thick with the odor of displaced, burnt helium derivative; the gas from fusion, and not the kind that made people’s voices sound funny, but not lethal or unhealthy to breathe in. To keep from falling in the Sullustan had his legs propped up with one foot on each side of the very narrow doorway.

Muriel let herself lean against the rear wall to face him. Dizzy wore a terrible expression; his left eyelid was half open, and only his right eyelid blinked. His wife thought maybe he was having a stroke until he said clearly, “This is a smecking play at Tragedy Bluffs.”

Acquainting the situation with the famous Nubian natural landmark where various forms of theater, and in particular where the most famous Drama Tragedies of the galaxy were staged, could not have been more appropriate. Muriel’s own personal assessment of the Falcon creped out of her mouth in a rhetorical tone. “Weeks of repair?”

Again Dizzy’s right eye only blinked while the left eyelid just hung half close, not even flinching to move. Beyond the assembly a panel was open and Alluetia’s face appeared in the small opening. She said, “The lower repulsor quads are totally crushed. The under panel shocks are crimped and the wirings…I don’t know how it happened but the wiring is all in the wrong places.”

“That’s because I did it,” mumbled Dizzy.

Alluetia blinked for a few moments. “Oh.” She disappeared from the open panel, remembering how she managed to ‘fix’ things on the edges of nowhere and nowhere square, and felt pretty stupid.

Outside, Alluetia joined the others; Destiny had joined the rest long before. The former rogue just shook her head and said, “Hopeless ain’t describing this at all.”

“We shouldn’t be giving in to despair,” offered Mathaniel.

Before anyone could offer their own opinion on that statement, Alluetia came right back, “Kid, we’re down to my ship. Nothing else down here works.” She gestured to all the ships in the Rapier collection; though stored in their original specifications, there were security measures that had been installed in them that were affected by the Shut Down. Without the programs being active since it was part of the key operational software, none of the ships could fly. “We can’t do this with one ship.”

“Then we must prioritize our offensive,” offered Nach. “We must all go to the Device at the Debris of Cofka.”

“I agree,” said Nowen with a nod. “Nal Hutta’s a mute point. We need all the time we can to find that Device.”

“Sounds good to me under the circumstances,” said Mathaniel. And yet, he didn’t agree. There was a small knot in his stomach. Something telling him his destiny was not at Cofka.

Casper had his own knot and shook his head to untangle it. “No. We can’t ignore Nal Hutta.” He looked at the young Magus beside him. “You know it.”

Nowen looked past his friend and told Casper, “Cofka’s a short trip from here, but when you add Nal Hutta, a day and a half, it’s cutting it pretty damn thin. We have-.” He looked to Nach…

“Less than three days,” said the Vhinphyc.

“A narrow window as it is,” Nowen put another way. “Hitting the objective on Nal Hutta doesn’t solve anything. I think we all ready established that.”

“In reason I agree with you,” stated Casper. But firmly he said, “However Nal Hutta is just as important as taking out the Device.” He looked around him and noted, “Based on Juna’s outcry, it sounds as if Faradi is running things now. How and why I can’t even begin to explain that. What I do know is regardless who is in charge on Nal Hutta they will strike again from there, some other way. If not, the Republic cannot still be left in the dark.”

“It’s a matter of chance to take,” said Nowen. “Nach’s says that Device can go anywhere. We’re talking way too many lives to sacrifice just to take out one individual enemy.”

“There is no greater truth than that,” stressed Nach. He straightened up and proceeded towards the Hailstorm’s Hauler. The others shouted out; Casper, Nowen, and Alluetia followed right behind him to get his attention. “I am going to the Debris of Cofka. Now.”

“Not in my ship!” stated Alluetia firmly, but then backed off when the Vhinphyc gave her a look. “At least you’re not goin’ without me flying her.”

“There is no need for impatience here,” stressed Casper.

“There is only impatience with the extinction of time is so near at hand.” Nach looked to Nowen. “Are you with me?”

Nowen sighed a little, but said firmly, “Right behind you.” He looked to Casper. “Sorry.”

Casper reluctantly said, “I cannot decide for you the best course of action. I only ask that you reconsider.”

“No time for that.” Nowen looked to Nach. “Give me a moment. I want to go see if Muriel is still coming as planned.”

Nach nodded and Nowen went to the damaged Falcon. He looked to the Vhinech. “It appears the Debris of Cofka mission is still going as planned. You may still come with us.”

Destiny was going to say no only because she didn’t want to face the dangers of any kind. But she noted Mathaniel and decided not to speak. Mathaniel said, “Though I have said otherwise, I must agree with Casper. My destiny lies with Nal Hutta.”

“I refer to his logic in response,” said Nach, nodding his head towards Casper, referring to what Casper had told Nowen only moments ago. “And you young Destiny?”

“I stay with him,” said Destiny, indicating Mathaniel.

“Very well.” Nach looked to Alluetia and said, “You still go?”

Alluetia shrugged her shoulders. “What else do I have to do? Sit here, wait for the end of the galaxy to happen sooner rather than later?”

Time did pass after that, and eventually both Dizzy and Muriel emerged from the Millennium Falcon behind Nowen. Dizzy still looked liked some parent who had just watched his kid get slapped around by some stranger. Muriel looked really apprehensive and conflicted, taking her time pulling her body towards the Hailstorm’s Hauler.

“You want to hit Cofka?” asked Muriel straightly.

Noting her tone, Nach said, “I am certain Nowen has told you of our position.” He looked to the opening of the Hanger Bay, like everyone else had for the last hour at random, and the expected return of Enothchild and Juna had not happened. “We cannot linger for them.”

Muriel rubbed her chin hard and said, “I don’t want to agree.” That told everyone what she was thinking; she did agree. “Give me five minutes. Dizzy?”

“Yeah.” Dizzy looked to her and realized what she was asking. “Yeah, I mean sure, I can’t fix on this ship if all around its being slaughtered.”

“Five minutes, and then we go regardless.” Muriel patted Dizzy’s shoulder and left to go see her friends again.

Nowen said to Casper, “You still think you all are going to Nal Hutta?”

After some thought, Casper said, “My path goes there, I feel it. Enothchild’s and Juna’s path leads them there as well. We must go there.”

“Do you think she will?” asked Destiny, referring to Juna. She had felt that personal heartbreak from Juna and overly sympathized. “She appears broken.”

Dizzy may have had his doubts when it came to his own bravado at times, but that was out of rational thought. He hadn’t lived for so long because he was reckless. He said, “Minx will fight. She’s always been a fighter since she was eight years old. Might take a good kick in the pants to get her rumbling, but she’ll get it up. She’ll geek herself out. Enothchild will get her moving; done it before, do it again.”

The Sullustan thought for a moment and said, “She’ll find a way to get to Nal Hutta. She’ll figure it out.” He looked back at his First Love, badly propped up on its only functioning landing gear. “Me, I just watched my good luck charm get smashed up.”

Alluetia sympathized. “Tough going with us when it isn’t your ship.”

“Tell me about it. Even after a few months on the Ruby Heirloom I never got used to it.” Dizzy took another nervous look at his ship. “I don’t want to do this without her. Feels like there’s no certainty. No future. No way to know how it’s going to turn out without her figured in it.”

“Scary shit,” alluded Alluetia.

“Yeah, but if I don’t go I’ll be joining Juna in the crying room if I spend another hour looking at the Falcon.” Dizzy shook his head. “And unlike her, I probably won’t come out.”

No sooner than he was done and everyone shared a brief chuckle Muriel was returning. She said, “They say go as planned.”

There was a slow collection of nods. Nach’s nod was short; he was heading up the ramp before anyone else said anything more. Alluetia scurried up the ramp while both Dizzy and Muriel grabbed the remaining gear that had been previously on board the Falcon.

Nowen was alone with Mathaniel and Destiny as Casper gave the Arnes’ a hand. The Guardian looked them both over and joked, “At this rate we should be getting free tickets for our frequent flyer miles.”

“It don’t feel like we took a stop to rest,” mused Mathaniel. The levity of the situation caught up with them. “Careful as you go.”

“Watch yourself with those electric daggers,” chided Nowen back. Before he could say anything to Destiny, the Vhinech-Wookiee grabbed him and pulled him into a hug.

“Presence with you my friend,” she said somberly.

Back cracking from the strain of the hold, Nowen winced back, “You too.” She let him go and he took in a breath, and finally he straightened out her ruffled dress. He grabbed the rest of the equipment, followed Dizzy and Muriel on board, and even before the ramp closed the repulsorlifts were energized.

“We’ll see him again,” assured Mathaniel. “Both he and Alluetia.”

Destiny felt the dread in her heart and said, “Where?” Such a good question left an impression in Mathaniel’s young minds for he couldn’t see where exactly: would it be here, after they were all victorious, or in the Lands of Plenty?

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

3 DAYS (CHAPTER 105.1)

Shortly after Team Cofka left, as the sound of engines and lastly their presences left their collective senses, Enothchild loosened the tightness of his consoling hug on Juna to arouse her attention while they sat on the floor next to the doors. She had long quieted down, having reached that point of some conciliation that women in general reach after suffering. It was, he reminded himself, only some.

Juna sniffled and asked the rhetorical question, “Why did I feel for Faith?” Since the night before Enothchild’s return she hadn’t been able to let go of the attached, permanent feelings she had for the Sith Maiden-Vhinech. She never knew Faith, she never had raised her, Magus Prophet was her father, and she had killed Ros and Enothchild, but none of it terminated the feelings Juna had for her. The inklings were there before, only forgettable when Juna left Tatooine. In the end, the dark side would not let her accept denial. Faith was her daughter. Wisely Enothchild gave her no answer.

Understanding what had happened to Naressa with their Little One, Enothchild knew that Faradi, or as Juna was referring to as Rune now, was striking an emotional blow against her enemy. Rune was the very definition of what was expected from the Sith, exploiting anything she perceived as a weakness, anything that can keep her opponent’s knees bent. It was an inexcusable form of terrorism; a personal blow that went right to the heart. Worse it was absolutely effective.

Juna pulled away from Enothchild. She stood up, rubbed her eyes and paced about the room. She sniffled away the snot in her nose as her husband stood up and she tried to analyze the situation just to get her motivated, moving again. “Rune’s resurrection weakened my Faith. She killed her to obviously ‘kill’ me.”

She looked to Enothchild for strength and continued. “I’m having trouble ascertaining Rune’s strengths. There are only bits and pieces of her in me, just memories of my encounters with her over the years. It’s like a deleted file on fragmented hard drive; bytes of incomprehensible data is all there is left of Rune Faradi Nimh in me.”

Enothchild let her speak because he felt the best way to overcome the situation was to let Juna figure it out. He had his own theories on what had happened. Juna was needed for Nal Hutta; any talking he did just lengthen the time. She had to put what happened behind her without his intervention. He had seen her cripple herself mentally when Bendian had died and when she thought Naressa had died; as much as Juna did not wish to take Naboo into a war against the Vhinech out of vengeance it was the convenient excuse for her period of indecision during and then after she gave up the throne.

After a sigh, Juna said, “I don’t possess as much knowledge of the Dark Side as before. When she came back, she took her knowledge with her, took it right out of me. Probably out of Mama as well.” That scared her enough to have her grip her arms for solace. It was just as bad as Jurivicious Pern raping her mind in feeling and principal. “She struck me personally.”

“Because she’s afraid,” Enothchild offered finally.

Agreeing, Juna said, “Such an encompassing attack strategy is desperation. She’s weakened me, taken away a horde of options.” A thought occurred to her. “But now she is weak in the knowledge of our resources. She’s made some serious mistakes.”

Forcing herself to walk, Juna urged Enothchild to follow her. Both left the room and read for the Hanger Bay. An overly curious group consisted the rest of Team Nal Hutta greeted them: Casper, Destiny, and Mathaniel. Juna was stuck in one thought at a time mode, not in that usual mode of everything was a thought like all the other times. By taking care of one thought, the second thought emerged to replace it.

Juna said to them, “No words from any of you can quell my loss, so save it.” Destiny, in particular, appeared to swallow down her words. “Follow me back to the main control room.”

The group collectively followed Juna. Enothchild walked along her right side, sensing the great amount of personal effort she was using to push herself into action. He thought to offer a hand but stayed it; if she took the offer, her resolve would immediately break down again. Juna was onto something and she needed to see it through in order to fight. The struggle, however, had never been so great. Enothchild knew if she got through this, the fight before the fight, then the latter fight would not be so one sided against them. Indeed most battles, most wars, were loss before the killing began. Long conflicts ensued when such a pivot moment did not occur.

In the room they had designated a command center Juna took note of a sleeping Greta far down on the other end of the room. In her focus, she still had the presence of mind not to show herself to the old woman. It wasn’t time to reveal her transformed self; Greta hadn’t taken well to Naressa’s transformation at all.

Juna reached the portable transceiver equipment that had a new aerial installed outside before the Falcon’s recent return. Casper asked the important question of the moment, “Who are you calling?”

“Jabba,” was Juna’s straight answer. Immediately she sensed both Casper’s and Enothchild’s reservations; Casper’s more than Enothchild’s; Enothchild could just see the logic of it. “Tatooine has outdated equipment that’s still working and the Hutts’ technology is different from the Republic’s. They should still be in business. We can get a ship from them that will work.”

“It’s Jabba,” stated Casper, as if that alone explained it.

Mathaniel offered offhand, “We could ‘borrow’ what is working on this world?”

Juna clicked her teeth. “Casper, the array is in Jabba’s backyard. Mathaniel, stealing a ship from Theed will be my last resort. I’m pretty damn sure a harmless arrangement can be made. It’ll benefit us both.”

“Wouldn’t hurt to try,” offered Enothchild. Whether they knew it or not he was happy Casper and Mathaniel jumped in, aggravating Juna. Making Juna justify her actions to explain herself also convinced Juna it was the correct course of action. Again Enothchild had his reservations, but at the moment it made sense.

After some long, rude discussions with underlings at Mos Eisley Space Port, Juna’s demands of Jabba’s time finally reached the Hutt. It was an audio only transmission, but Jabba’s animus was clear. “[Who is this]?”

“The woman that took care of your Magus Prophet problem,” said Juna rudely, coldly, remembering that Jabba had gloated over Enothchild’s death. The Hutt’s pause made Juna say, “Remember me.”

“Da Juna,” was Jabba’s response. “[Your departure did not allow me to reward you and Sarch properly].”

Juna smirked at that one; rewarding them was every blaster Jabba had left alive shooting she and Enothchild down. She said, “Well then, you may reward us by supplying us with a ship and a means to land on your planet and enter your clan palace unhindered.”

There was the typical sound of Hutt disapproval; a slow, closed mouth grumbling which came from the nostrils. There was something to it, though. Enothchild knew the Hutts well enough, knew how they thought and felt, and this was somewhat alien, unusual.

Juna’s lack of experience with the Hutts meant she had to rely on the facts, or rather on the facts she knew Jabba was aware of. “Prophet’s daughter is in control of your clan palace.” The next few moments were difficult, but it gave Juna the proper tone to use. “You have been trying since Yabbula’s ‘dismissal’ to contact it. Faith controls it; she’s using the Adamant array against the Republic; it’s digitally down, as you all ready know. She aims for the Hutts to take the blame, just as Magus Prophet had hoped for.

“The Republic will not care who’s doing the deed from Nal Hutta; to them a Hutt is a Hutt. However, I’m pretty certain that your fellow Clan Lords will serve you to the Republic in exchange for their lives. You know as I do the Hutt Empire does not have enough to go against the rest of the galaxy, and it’s bad for business if the galaxy suddenly got serious.” Juna then said, “Nadja Moranna serious. In fact, I have ways to make sure of it.”

To the Jedi surprise, after Juna had spoken, Jabba said nothing. Even Mathaniel found it to be a curious thing; a threat, even a real threat, normal extract a furious retort of some kind. There were the expectations of yelling, of insults; none came. They expected that he would had demanded a reason why Juna, aligned with the Jedi Enothchild no doubt in Jabba’s mind, would be too worried about what was fundamentally a Hutt matter. For all the heroes knew that Jabba knew was that Juna was another rogue of the fringe with no love for anything Republic. At least the Hutt should have questioned that.

Juna just thought she laid out a pretty convincing case. Still, she didn’t quite expect the response. “[You will have a ship delivered to your transmission coordinates in one hour. I will provide you with the proper security encryption that will allow you to land and depart].”

Juna looked to Enothchild and mouthed silently, “That was too easy” and then said, “Thank you, Jabba. I promise to be rid of your problem in no time.” She switched off the transmission beam, and spent the next few moments absolutely overwhelmed by Jabba’s willingness. “Did that just happen?”

“What am I missing?” asked Mathaniel, a stupid and smart question.

“Jabba’s a Hutt,” said Enothchild simply to chase away his own curiosity. “If someone’s willing to stake their lives for his sake he’s not going to question it.” He looked at Juna. “Too easy, but I suspect no trickery from him.”

“Tatooine’s twelve hours from here,” reminded Casper in thought out loud. “He must have ships taking full advantage of the downed Nubian Navy, cutting through the system.”

“Means we’ll be getting a fast ship,” said Juna. She looked at Destiny and asked, “Can you fly anything?”

Destiny shied, “I will never say that. All I will say is I can learn.”

“Good enough for the copilot, good enough for me,” said Juna. She never had a doubt in flying anything. “We can’t be too picky.”

“That leaves us with the matter at hand,” stressed Casper. “Will we know how to switch on the Republic?”

“Faradi must come first,” reminded Enothchild. “If we do not destroy her she could escape and the plan will fail.” He looked at Juna when she gave him a worried look. “However escape is not in her plans. She’s told Juna that she wants this challenge. In this, I’m certain it isn’t a ruse.”

Mathaniel craned his head. “So we’re walking freely into a trap?”

Both Enothchild and Juna shook their heads. “She wants a fight,” said Enothchild. “We must go.”

“I know,” said Mathaniel, looking at them all. “It’s fate that we all go. I guess it doesn’t matter how we get there.”

Sighing, Juna had to conceded one reality. “Well, how might not be as important as when even now. Just because Jabba said he’s going to get a ship here in an hour, doesn’t mean it’s going to be here in an hour.”

It was something no one could deny. Just because Jabba ran an organization, albeit a criminal organization, did not necessarily mean it was by every definition and expectation organized. They were counting on the fact that some smuggler, or some other criminal, was going to show up at all let alone in one hour. Waiting for the ship, or traveling through space to Nal Hutta it really did not matter to Juna; it meant she had a lot of time on her hands thinking about Faith. Currently she was as controlled as she could get. It could change at any moment.

Much to the shock of Team Nal Hutta, two ships showed up just over an hour later; the Corsaire AMB took on the pilot of the left behind Thanos 707 light-stroke frigate and was away long before the heroes emerged from Rapier Manor. Parked by the portable transceiver, the ship bore no name or markings.

“Ditch ship,” remarked Juna. “Straight in and out craft. Hutts employ them for their cloak and vibroblade messes.”

She lead the group on board and found that the inside of the craft was way better equipped than the exterior lead anyone to believe. Juna urged Destiny to the cockpit while she sat at a tech station. In mere seconds she brought up the codes they needed to enter the Nal Hutta System and the Desilijic Clan Palace.

“Good,” was Enothchild’s immediate response. He lead the others to the cockpit and there was enough chairs for all; Juna leapt ahead to take the copilot’s seat. He asked Destiny, “Can you fly it?”

“Easy interface,” said Destiny, her eyes glued on the controls as she ran a quick check of the systems. Mathaniel patted her shoulders before he sat behind her, pleased to see a bit of a new attitude from his friend. Flying a ship obviously agreed with Destiny, affected her, calmed her. She needed to fly.

Casper sat just behind Mathaniel and said to Enothchild, “Hatch closed. We’re set.”

The ship was up and leaving. Despite Nal Hutta being in the navicomputer for quick call up Juna was working the variables anyways. She needed the practice to keep herself occupied from thinking about Faith.

