CHAPTER 13.0
Meanwhile as Dizzy and Enothchild toiled away for a few hours at the Duro police station, Muriel and Naressa had returned to the Ruby Heirloom as implored by the Jedi Master with apprehensively changing levels of anxiety. As the time passed Naressa became less worried over the situation that befell the men and was focusing on Juna again. Muriel, on the other hand, grew more impatient and frustrated as she focused solely on the welfare of her husband more and more, causing Naressa to calmly talk Muriel out of leaving the ship and stir up an already complicated problem she knew in her heart would be worked out. The last time she talked to Muriel Naressa watched her storm out of the lounge fuming with anger, returning a long moment later in old, ratty clothes that stank of concentrated effort with a gym bag in tow and announced she was only going outside to let off some steam.
Immediately after watching Muriel stomped down the ramp, and continuously monitoring the red head to make sure she didn't run off, Naressa found the whole tantrum rather amusing to the point of neutral perspective. If she were an outsider comparing herself and Muriel and was asked to judge which female acted more the part of a Sith Lord there would be more debate deemed necessary for a conclusive answer than needed. Perhaps Naressa had the overall looks of a Sith with her black clothing, her whitish skin and her predatory eyes, but Muriel's all over the universe mood swings that often found her visibly angry would surely confuse a layman enough to suggest the former Political Guardian was the real Sith of the two.
Or that Muriel was becoming menopausal. 
After all, as Naressa surmised with a slight smirk on her face, would a lay-MAN whose knowledge of the Force could fit inside a sewing thimble think that when judging a woman's emotional outbursts? In their last exchange the use of the standard, sexists remark did cross her mind before Muriel disembarked, forcing Naressa to clamp her mouth shut to prevent an increase of hostilities. Such immature and very wrong thoughts always lightened Naressa's mood very quickly, although they did clash with her high feminine standards of decency. 
So very often Naressa had heard others for years describe her, mainly by second hand information, of being a cultured, classy, straightforward woman. They were right, but like those individuals always did they conveniently forgotten that women, all women, possessed their own little dark secrets, secrets they rarely shared with their husbands or parents let alone with good friends. This wasn't in the vein of Naressa being a Dark Side entity, but in terms of the usual practicalities a woman would normally hold in confidence to her grave, such as Naressa having slept with another man -- Dace Palpatine -- in order to have a baby -- Juna. By itself the decadence would shatter any preconceived, established image of her; although it would be more explosive for her if it was learned that not only had she had slept with another man while married, and that man was her late Husband's best friend Dace Palpatine, but that Dace Palpatine was really Darth Sidious, Master of the Sith Order, a Dark Side establishment hell bent on destroying everything.
Why Naressa explored such thoughts as she meditated in the soft, cushy sofa in the lounge had everything to do with everyone in the group, particular her but especially even more on the red head of Muriel Thahada Arnes. And why not: Muriel started it.
It began long before Naressa could hear the group having a heated, divisible conversation in regards to her while she was on Bothawui and they were on Strumder. It began when Muriel first laid eyes on her eight months ago on the Orpheus, a little thought that was lit dimly in the back of a highly trained yet vulnerable mind that worked its way to burn brightly in Muriel's conscious when they were all safe. Since then the half Alderaanian, half Nubian had been trying to construct a tall building of moral superiority with the dark foundation of her suspicions.
In return the Dark Side of the Force had reward Naressa with information in kind; such information, of course, given by the Dark Side in the hopes that it would be enough of a excuse to kill Muriel for whatever reason, from self preservation to jealous to just doing it because the woman was being nosey. However if Naressa obeyed the Dark Side like laymen believed all those who used the Dark Side supposedly did Muriel would have been dead long ago, if not that then she would not have been chosen by Naressa herself to train Juna of royalty.

Naressa loved Muriel. She didn't quite convey it as much as she should had in words or expression. They had their differences, yet she respected the younger woman for what she had to get through to get where she was now; both had so much in common in terms of being raised by one loving parent and being hated by the other, estranged parent. And she had done so much as both Juna's protector and Juna's friend Naressa could not question Muriel's loyalties or heart. Yet the information she gained put a real twist in the once again fragile relationship. Perhaps the information was always there, that Naressa lacked the ability to 'hear' it but like a splinter in her mind it sat there waiting to egg on any animus between them. Then there was the fact that the information came from the Dark Side, and it was proven months ago that such facts could be tainted by those who wished and desired to shape and form the outcomes of destiny. The Daughters of the Dark Side aligned themselves with Darth Rune; they could still be just to drive a wedge in this group. And they could do it without Naressa's involvement.
Muriel, after all, was dangerously vulnerable.

Finding that this was the perfect time to settle the matter once and for all, or at least get pointed in the right direction, Naressa exited the Ruby Heirloom to find Muriel going through a complex series of stretching move sets with weights strapped on her appendages. Muriel was completely soaked from head to toe, the coloring of her hair and clothes darker caused by the work effort she had been releasing for the last hour or so.
Through her Dark Purity eyes Naressa could gauge Muriel's physical health at the moment, assessed it, and said motherly, "Don't strain yourself." Muriel about tripped over herself when she heard Naressa speak. "I'm sorry, but it has been months since you've tore yourself down physically like this. You're right calf is nearing dehydration strain."
Muriel stood there breathing heavily for what seemed to be a long time, but then shook her head and said, "Thanks" nonchalantly. She walked over to her gym bag and pulled out a water bottle.
"Don't mention it. I just don't want you to get hurt." The red head nodded again and kept drinking; stopping to take some much needed breaths in between. "In anyway, I hope you understand that."
Muriel eyed her with a slight frown and said with better wind, "What do you mean?"

"I mean what I mean," said Naressa calmly. "Anyone I care deeply about I don't like to see them get hurt physically, mentally, or spiritually."
"Spiritually," said Muriel with eye popping suddenness. The hesitation told Naressa that Muriel was taking that and affixing it to the discussion back on Strumder. "I didn't realize I was hurt spiritually."

"Spirituality doesn't always mean what it does mean." Naressa strolled over to Muriel as the red head began stripping the weights off her body. "It describes figuratively the feelings of someone sometimes. Their well being." She offered to take the weights from Muriel to occupy her hands so Muriel could have at least one free to take the remaining weights off. "It can be used to define someone at a moment. Like you, now."

"Oh." Muriel began to unload the burden from Naressa's hands and place the weights back in the gym bag. "In terms of what exactly."

"You and Dizzy's plans." Naressa figured the best way to get to where she wanted to go was to go through a touchy subject first. That way she had Muriel's full and undivided attention. It had the affect; Muriel stopped putting weights away and stood up, doing her best to meet Naressa's taller height but failing as always by five inches. "I really don't want to butt in."

"Then don't, Naressa," was Muriel quick and ready response.

"But I must," Naressa finished. "Because I'm dragging you two along to find Juna, it's taking you two away from adopting a child."
Muriel breathed out slowly and said, "There's no reason why both things can't be done at once. Look, I'm not doing this for you. I'm doing it for Juna. She doesn't need to be going out there making dumb ass mistakes when she has a lot of life left in her to look forward to."

"I realize that, Muriel, and I appreciate your concern," assured Naressa. It was rather amusing that Muriel sand bagged the opportunity to tell her what she really thought in terms of who they were actually pursuing. "But there is an inherent danger here. A threat towards your dreams."

Muriel put her hands to her sides and spoke with expectations. "And those threats being what exactly."
"The galaxy is changing for the worse I'm afraid. Right now the only knock against you and Dizzy adopting a child is the lack of permanent residence." Muriel put a slight pout to her lips to betray her disappointment, for it wasn't what she wanted to hear. Naressa, however, was laying down the facts that were soon going to come to bear. "Soon, very soon, the social climate is going to change where mixed races marriages are not just frowned upon, they’re not going to be legally recognized."
"Oh please," said Muriel with a bit of a huff.

"And if you think Naboo is immune it won't be, Muriel. I promise you."

"No, that isn't it." Muriel used her sweat shirt to try and wipe her forehead free of sweat. She had marginal success with it. "Look, I know what you're trying to do. You heard us, didn't you? Talking about Faradi. Getting a little too close to the truth. You want me and Dizzy off and you're trying to play off on our woes."
Sighing Naressa knew the conversation was going to head this way. She honestly said, "You do not know how wrong you are."
Muriel took a step back and looked insulted. "Oh really? Enlighten me. Where am I wrong?"
"You were right about me hearing what you all discussed back on Strumder; I haven't lied to you about that. But to assume that I want you two gone because of it is completely false." Naressa was again honest with her. Yes she wanted to get to her own answers, but at the same time she wanted to help, and warn, Muriel about the future. She put her hands together in plea. "Look, I didn't come out here to argue with you. I'm done with that. It's immature."

"Well good, start telling me who Faradi is."

"Muriel, you're not listening. I know what's coming. If you think adoption in this galaxy is tough now wait another three months."

Sighing in slight exasperation, Muriel shook her head. "I'm sorry, Naressa, I don't believe you. I want to, you know." Her face fell a little and she was feeling a little sad. "I really want to believe you. Trust you. Even after what you have been through, and what you've done to get Juna back." She gestured over her heart with both hands. "It hurts me, Naressa. It does to think that I can't trust you anymore. I can't accept anything you say. You tell us you were trying to find yourself…cripes for two months I thought you were dead!"
Naressa watched Muriel come up to her. Muriel acted as if she wanted to reach out and touch Naressa, so the older woman gave her the free chance. But she stopped and put her hands back over her heart. "I…looked up to you. I could overlook the shortcomings I judged you to have. Everyone has shortcomings. Faults. Weaknesses. Skeletons in the closet. There were times I wanted to be like you."

Smirking just a little, Naressa said, "Nice of you to say that, but believe me Muriel you don't ever want to be like me."
"I know." Muriel mistook her grin and turned away, her sadness switching to anger. Not a lot, just noticeable. "I don't think anyone with any sense of sanity would want to be you." She turned around, frowning. "Your closet is filled to the brim with bones."

Naressa just shrugged it off and said, "Actually it's filled with way too much leather."

"Do you think this is funny? I'm not joking!" Muriel pointed a stiff finger towards her. "I don't trust you at all! Not around us! Not around Juna! Not anymore! Just who are you afraid of?"
"My apologies." After she said that, Naressa watched Muriel just deflate a little in confusion. She strolled to her left a little to put even more distance between them, and to put some relief on the tension building between them. "It's my weakness, you see. I try not to be blunt when it comes to how I actually feel nowadays. So I hide behind smart assed remarks. As for being afraid? I'm afraid for and of everyone, my dear. Even myself. Even you."
Muriel shifted her body slightly, taking a stance that suggested intrigue and readiness. Calmer and cautious, she said, "Why would you be afraid of me, Naressa?"

The best Naressa could do was smile a little to keep herself from blurting out what she all ready knew. Muriel was worried. If she were innocent she wouldn't be asking questions like that after a pause and a shift of stance that fell back on her Guardian training. It was a classic response to what always struck fear in high minded people the most: they were more afraid of the known than they were of the unknown. Particularly in Muriel's case, with the mindset of a politician when she wasn't snapping necks or shooting people dead; a mindset that offered tons of flexibility, no real set standards except those hold most dear, and ready with the quick plausible denial statement. At times Naressa was impressed by Muriel's mental strength even with this short coming, but it was a short coming that only a Sith with vicious intention would gladly gnaw on. Lucky for her Naressa wasn't the gnawing type.

Naressa held her hands up to beg for silent truce; Muriel very noticeably put a lot of her weight on her back foot, ready to avoid the attack she thought was coming. She said, "I'll tell you what, Muriel. Assuming what we all know collectively let's just cut to the chase." She lowered her hands and began to stroll around her friend. "To earn trust in our friendship again, I propose that we ask each other one question. One, single, solid, thought out question. In turn we answer it. The question can't be a trick question, or cover multiple subjects. Just a nice, straightforward question. Afterwards, if either one of us feels deeply inclined to tell anyone we wish well then fine. It isn't a womanly secret we're keeping here; not anymore. It’s the truth in regards to everything."
Completing the circle around Muriel, Naressa came to a complete stop in front of her, in her face. She exhaled quietly, "You ask first."

Muriel's purple eyes -- which to Naressa were so very pretty -- darted around Naressa's yellow eyed stare. She was thinking hard on what question to ask, deciding which was more important over the other question. The Sith Maiden Matriarch could sense her digging deep within to examine old questions. Then Muriel kept running back into the conditions of the contest and was doubtful again on what to ask. Creeping in as time passed was the slow growing fear of what possible question Naressa was going to ask her. The natural taboo of one woman having to answer another woman's question in regards to their dark secrets was jumbling her senses. Where men went through the thinking processes in binary code at times -- yes or no -- women went through a catalogue of processing language filled with emotional code; it wasn't as simple as it looked, or was it easy to answer. Some would say this was why females of any species were inept when it came to decisive decision making. Naressa personally thought it gave female commanders a great advantage when it came to multiple considerations, but ultimately male or female its how fast they can be decisive and whether or not they can handle the risks associated with their final decisions.

After a good thirty seconds, Muriel sighed and said, "Tell me everything about Faradi as it relates to you and Juna."

It was a safe question. Naressa saw this coming and wasn't surprised at all. Since Muriel really wasn't sure what Naressa was going to ask her, and was afraid of what it might be, Muriel defaulted back to a question that she thought Naressa wasn't going to answer completely. That way the one question she would ask wouldn't be as devastating. Since this was Naressa's game, Muriel figured she held the advantage all ready. On top of that Muriel was sure Naressa all ready had a question for her. She was right on both accounts.

But she was wrong about not telling her everything.

"Faradi is my Mother," said Naressa softly, ignoring Muriel's hidden look of surprise begin betrayed by her mouth opening a little. "She died a few days after I was born, killed by my Father after she had tried to kill him. He killed her to save my life, prevent her from seducing me down the dark, evil path. I'm sure Enothchild has told you all about the Dark Hope prophecy. My Mother knew it very, very well. My Father only knew one thing: save me. But little did he know that for a Sith Maiden death is merely a boundary meant to be violated."
Letting it sink into Muriel's mind, Naressa continued. "Faradi came to me as my Mother when I was old enough to comprehend the Force. She appeared in my dreams before then, but she appeared before me just like you are now, as solid and as real, when I began puberty. I knew who she was right away, and I feared her in my heart. My Father, bless him, didn't know but he knew in his heart that a danger existed that I could be swayed down the dark path. If anyone had a role to play in that, it would be his late wife."
Shaking her head in bewilderment, Muriel asked, "How did he know?"

"Now, now," said Naressa with a wagging finger. "You've asked your question. You only get one, remember?" She lowered her hand. "Have patients, there's so much to tell yet."

Naressa continued. "He knew because he witnessed my Mother's evil first hand. The experience was enough to tell him all he needed to know about the Dark Side of the Force, and when we migrated to Naboo and settled in my Father did everything he could to make sure I never fell susceptible to temptation. He gave me so much attention and love, kept me by his side; he always looked out for me. But as I said before: death is merely a boundary; love is no different.
"My Father's love was effective in preventing me from falling for her tricks, but never enough to prevent my Mother from haunting me. She didn't do it all the time, just when I was in very tough situations. Difficult times associated with the pains of growing up and becoming a woman was when she was around the most. She wanted to play on whatever vulnerability I had. I wised up to her games. Sometimes it took a while. Nearly all the time it was my Father who saved me.
"The only time he didn't, and the last time I had a confrontation with Faradi, was when he was dying. I was seventeen, and at a complete lost at what to do. The man that had worked tirelessly in poverty and still found time for me to help me learn, take care of me, showed me how to live without him, and a pillar of strength was laying in his old, ratty mattress he had owned ever since we arrived on Naboo. Laying there, unable to work anymore, unable to spend real quality time with me. That was killing him more than old age. And at that time I believed it was all my fault. I didn't know what to do. I had power, yet I had promised him never to use it.
"It was all too perfect for Faradi to show up. She gloated over him dying in her eyes, proud that she was responsible for it." She stopped when Muriel looked at her with confusion. "My Father wasn't Force sensitive. He wasn't aware of her visiting me. But he was still a descent man that was haunted by the fact that he took a life. What he did was right, but by no means was he proud to have his child's mother's blood on his hands. Guilt, Muriel. He was, to me, murdered by Faradi with the weapon of guilt.
"It didn't cross my mind until Faradi tried everything she could to convince me that the only way to save my Father was to dishonor him. Give into my fears of being all alone without him. She said I had the power to stop death. End it." Naressa looked at her hands, her pure white hands, her Dark Purity hands. "I didn't need to become the creature that stands before you to know what Faradi said was true. I just didn't know how." She closed her hands into fists tightly; her eyes glaring back up at her listener. "She said she could show me how. All I had to do was give in. Let her step into my place. She could show me how to cure my Father and have him live as long as I wanted to! And at that time no gold, not even my own life could match such a wish of temptation!"
Naressa realized she was becoming a little too overdramatic in her presentation when Muriel reacted to feeling the build up of her power. She calmed herself down, sniffing back what tears that were almost leaked.  “In the end I couldn’t dishonor him. I had made promises to him all my young life. Never would I sink to such lows just to save even him.”
She sighed for everything that had happened from that moment so long ago up to now with some regret. “When he died, Faradi stopped coming around. I think she realized that I wasn’t going to be persuaded to do what she wanted; if I embraced the Darkness it would be on my terms. With that said, she knew I would break every other promise I made to him. I promised him that I would not have any children, and I did. Even when I had a better understanding of the situation than he did somehow he knew better than I.
“Faradi is like all the other spirits that reside inside of me and Juna except that her ambitions, her ego, and her desire to be better than anyone often supersede our respective common sense. She practiced and used the Dark Side far more than any other Sith Maiden in our family line, therefore she knows, not believes, what she is capable of and what the Force is capable of doing. We can never be rid of her. Now and forever she is a part of what makes us. We could all die and that would be a certainty that she couldn’t go on. But knowing my Mother like I do she isn’t going to let a thing like death slow her down.
“It is a possibility that it is Faradi that we are truly chasing since Juna has been vulnerable to her influence than I ever was.” Muriel gave her a small frown. Naressa continued. “You see, what also had shielded me from Faradi were my flirtations with wickedness. I established my own, dark identity; I have lived by a set of principals all my life that leaves little for me to question. Juna on the other hand, though her nature was conservative, was brought up by me to have a clear, open, and wondering mind. To be decisive, yes, but not all the time: the benefit of the doubt, whereas I wouldn’t give it to anyone; of course, the opposite of me. That leaves her vulnerable to dire straits when she has no ready solution. All those times Faradi visited her was when Juna would never consider what she would do outside what she believed in. Faradi would just nudge her in that direction.”
Naressa sighed again as the memory of finding Juna on the Orpheus in a bloody mess filled her inner vision. “I’m certain Faradi was there, once again, just eager to show Juna the way. If Faradi has succeeded, then Juna died a long time ago.” She shook her head. “I don’t believe that. Although I can’t sense the truth that I need, I have to believe in my heart that Faradi has failed. If not, the battle will be brutal. No one will live long enough to explain it.”
Naressa was basically done, so Muriel was speechless at first and strolled around the area for a few moments in thought. The thoughts were loud enough for the Sith Maiden to hear, and said before Muriel could get out, “The Force is energy, Muriel. Energy, like matter, is highly evolved. Since both share space and time collectively what happens in one affects the other. Together, you know what they form?” The red head shook her head. “In terms of living beings they form the spirit. The ascension from one order of the universe to the next; energy shaping matter, matter shaping energy; it’s a circle that continues on and on. But like matter energy has its own herd mentality. If it’s the biggest bull in a herd of banthas it gets its first pick of the cows and trumps all upstarts to its rule. We see it every time with gravity. All and all it’s nature.
“Faradi is spiritual energy; a highly evolved energy that was once matter, shaped overall by her will and continued by that same will. Thus, that will is energy too. Overwhelming like X-rays from the heart of a black hole, the particles radiate all the other ones, and eventually they too are X-rays. Her strong will could overtake my Gessa’s weakened will.
“The fact is, and the reason why I never brought it up to you before, we don’t know if that’s what happened.”

Muriel’s mouth popped open in frustration. “Are you kidding? I for one would have liked to have known about this from the get go! If Faradi knows more than Juna does, then we cooked if we corner her!”
Naressa held up her hand to signal that Muriel should ease back on her outburst. “Its all right to be upset, but right now your emotions are based on your own assertions. I may not be able to sense my Gessa, but I can’t sense Faradi either and that’s a good thing.”

“A good thing? Still-.”

“There is no ‘still’ to it,” Naressa said assertively. “This is my Daughter we are talking about. I know her enough to know, in my heart, that she hasn’t given up.”
“Know it in your heart,” said Muriel, “or do you just want to believe she hasn’t given up?”

Naressa knew Muriel hit close to the mark. She did want to believe it, but she didn’t know. There was really no way to know until they caught up with her. But there was one thing that gave her hope. “I believe it because before Juna fell into her coma she cried out to me.”
Muriel looked at her with some indifference. “Given what you said that’s betting on a lot of hope there.”

Naressa fought her smirk down. “Believe me. Hope is all I have right now.”

For the moment of silence that followed it appeared to Naressa that Muriel seemed to understand where she was coming from. It was soon discredited when she grabbed her work out bag and said flippantly, “Well you still should have told us! This changes everything.”

“Why, because you would have never went on this quest,” Naressa asked bluntly. It had appeared to her as if Muriel was leaving was not amused.

Muriel stopped and looked at Naressa. “Is that your question in this game of yours?”

Naressa really couldn’t stop from smirking now; it wasn’t the Dark Side’s influence, just normal, feminine posturing. That need to shoot another woman down because of what she said, or that her posturing, was totally wrong. “No. And make no mistake this is no game so stick around.”
“I wasn’t going anywhere.” Muriel tossed her heavy bag at the foot of the ramp. She crossed her arms and said, “Shoot.”

It didn’t take much for Naressa to getting around to asking her question; it had been on her mind for the last eight months. “What’s your relationship with a man named Surmon Vesgevi, of the House of Vesgevi on Dantooine?”
Naressa slowly watched Muriel’s smugness and high ground superiority melt away layer by layer. She stood up taller. She untangled her crossed arms, lowering them as if the air was thick and effort was needed to move through it. Her mouth hung open again, this time it was small as it tried to either figure out what words Muriel was trying to say or just helping her find her breath; little noises came from her mouth; easily it could have been misconstrued that Naressa was choking Muriel with the Force. However the Sith Maiden was showing how potent she was by causing her friend to choke on her own words. She wasn’t going to die from it, but the real sadistic entertainment was the process of Muriel trying to find the words to answer the question. If it wasn’t a serious question Naressa would had laughed when Muriel suddenly was struck by the eye fluttering fit Arness always exhibited when he grew nervous or scared. Clearly the younger woman was not ready for the question. However that was Naressa’s plan all along. With Muriel flustered her mind wasn’t focused, and thus it dropped her natural mental shields of her mind that were created by her paramilitary training; she was gifted with her dimension thinking as all warriors were, but since Muriel had humility she could be profoundly rattled with the right subject matter. With her mental shields down Naressa could probe deep -- but not too deep -- into Muriel’s mind with very little, noticeable effort. 
“How did you-.” Muriel stopped her question short as she went slightly pale.

“I am done answering your questions, dear,” said Naressa politely. “Now, please, answer mine.” She gave her eyes a glance downward on her tiny chrono stitched into her dress sleeve. “We have time.” She reached out through the Dark Side and touched both Dizzy and Enothchild; both were fine and seemed to be out of trouble. “The boys won’t be here for another hour or so. Whatever is troubling you enough not to reveal to them won’t be known to them. I promise to hold your confidence.”
Muriel looked at Naressa and responded as a dodge, “Are you blackmailing me into silence?”

“Not at all,” said Naressa, and that was the truth. “You can tell Arness and Enothchild everything I told you.” She waited for a moment, leaned closer to Muriel and said, “I’m waiting.”
Blinking and looking around at first, Muriel looked at Naressa when she finished speaking. She looked more exhausted by being startled by the question than the workout. She inhaled, ran her hands through her thicker and longer than normal hair. Her anxiety never lessened upon her exhale. “About a week after you tapped me to be Juna’s Guardian I got this message from a woman about the job; she claimed to a reporter and wanted the scoop on the Rapier’s new acquisition and the Order of Guardian’s fortunately luck. She didn’t give her name at the time, and I was suspicious of her; I knew she was up to no good but I couldn’t put it on what it was. I ignored it until the day before you came for me; the woman called again, wanting me to meet with her face to face in Theed. Again I was suspicious of her motives. On one hand she claimed to be a reporter so you would think her motives were obvious. On the other a little voice inside of me said it…was too odd. Curiously I went and met with her.
“In Theed we met at a tapcafe, and right off the back I demanded to know her name or the meeting was off. She introduced herself as Teteleana Vesgevi, the senior administrative editor of the Dantooine Section of the HoloNet News Network-Digital Publishing Division.”
Naressa watched Muriel sit down next to her work out bag and wrap her arms around her drawn up legs. She said, “Vesgevi had heard that I had the inside track on the story of the century: Bendian Rapier’s heir apparent. She wanted to know everything, everyday: from Juna to everything else going on in Rapier Manor. Any little detail that was newsworthy. After her pitch I was quick to ask how she found out that I was Juna’s Political Guardian and that the only reason why I entertained her was I wanted that answer. She only told me that it was someone I knew personally. I demanded to know who, and she just pointed out that as it stood right at that time I hadn’t officially committed to the Rapiers and therefore I had no right to really stick up for you. She had a point, and personally knowing what I knew then about Bendian I wasn’t quite all that thrilled to get the job. But it was the challenge, and if I were successful then the Guardians would benefit.”
Muriel paused to wipe her brow and gave the surrounding, quiet docking bay a look around. “Then she offered me a million credits up front. I thought she was being a little too desperate. Then she gave me the credit chit with the amount on it: oh woman, she was totally desperate. I had a chit with access to a million credits on it making my hands warm. If I took it I could name my price to finish the job. I reminded her, though, that being that the Rapier’s were a political juggernaut and had seen it all that the first time the HoloNet reported that one of Juna’s baby teeth fell out they would know who talked. Her retort was that anyone that worked in Rapier Manor could be bought. Of course this was before I knew that those who worked in Rapier Manor stayed in the Manor so I was a little naïve about that.
“She gave me the chit, helped me close my hands around it, and said she would know my answer once I used this chit for the first time. She gave me a contact frequency, and she told me to take my time; that way whatever I could turn up wasn’t pushed in front of her viewers right away.”
So far Muriel had been telling the truth, but that still didn’t quell any anger Naressa was feeling right now. For starters Naressa was kicking herself for not seeing the weakness in their privacy in the beginning, although as her memory served her there wasn’t anything that was even factually true that was reported on the HoloNet until Juna was named junior ambassador of Naboo. The other was Muriel giving in so easily to the temptation of riches; although Muriel had been born and raised and trained in utter poverty she had a work ethic that suggested she never wanted anything for free; a feeling that was stubbornly rearing its ugly, noble head whenever she had offered Muriel any help recently; although it was predicated on her suspicions it had to have a fundamental basis to begin with.
Apparently Muriel assessed her anger as well and said, “Yeah. I took it. I took it and buried it deep in my belongings. I mean……for crying out loud I was fifteen years old and suddenly overwhelmed with the assignment and the offer. I had to decide, but I didn’t know the way to go about it. If I took this to you and Bendian I would have been fired and that would have been the death nail for the Guardians. If I would have taken it to Oggie he would have shit canned me right there for even meeting the woman let alone not telling him about the meeting in the first place. I worked so hard for ten years and had to go through so much shit to get to where I was going. Suddenly I wasn’t going to protect some politician all ready established and only interested in a game of grabass I was going to give royal training and protect the most powerful daughter in Nubian history, with the added bonus of making a bunch of klif off money. Those first few days were going to determine what I did, so I pushed the whole idea aside and just focused on Juna.”
Muriel held her hands in front of her, holding them to where Naressa could imagine her hands on top of a little girl’s head. That was the same thought she could sense from Muriel, and it came with its own prescribed feelings; a mix of the past and the troubles now. She dropped her hands. “Juna proved to me that she wasn’t going to be some rich guy’s brat kid; another spoiled aristocrat so full of herself she couldn’t wait to be a diva debutant. She blew all those notions out of the water. Given how Bendian sometimes acted around her it was no wonder she turned out too opposite of my predictions. I realized then it had to be because of you. You wanted her to be better than you.”
Naressa nodded in agreement and said, “Just like your mother wanted you to be better than her.” When Muriel nodded in silent affirmation, it triggered something that only Naressa could hear when the air swirled around them from the opening far down the docking bay’s tarmac. For the most part it was all ready telling her what she had all ready known and has found out in this conversation: Muriel was innocent. She had no reason to be suspicious of her anymore. 
“I don’t want to think it like that,” said Muriel. “But to get paid off like that to do something for someone that was immoral. It would be like I never left the flop house. I bit on the first, highest paying offer. I considered selling myself out, and for what exactly?” She held up her finger and shook it. “You know, it’s been fifteen years since that happened and I still don’t have an answer for it. And you know what: I don’t want to answer it.

“Anyways, after that first disagreement Bendian and I had over Juna’s reading habits” and Naressa knew it was the night Bendian had discovered that Juna had a copy of Nadja Moranna’s ‘A Knight is Born’ and acted so rashly Muriel stuck a blaster in his face; the problem sorted out by Naressa, Muriel stayed while Naressa destroyed the book to placate Bendian “I went back to Theed to get my things and contacted Teteleana Vesgevi to tell her that the deal was off. She freaked out and in a panic she offered me another million. I told her no and she raised it to five. Five million up front versus the fifty grand I was going to get from you every year for as long as it would take to get Juna on the throne. It was a no brainer: fifty thousand honest living reasons would do more for my karma than five million sins. I hung up on her and chucked that chit over the falls.”
Naressa, ignoring the Winds of the Force for the moment, said admirably, “It’s not easy turning your back on easy.”

“It is when you know, in the end, it’s going to turn out hard,” said Muriel with certainty “especially with what I know now with you.”

Not answering that Naressa only smiled; most certainly things would have been very, very bad for Muriel if she had taken the money.
Muriel inhaled deeply and let out slowly, as if finding that after all that she could breathe easier. “Man, was this all heavy or what?” Naressa was half thinking so she only nodded. “Hey…did you know about Vesgevi through the Force?”
Naressa feared this; Muriel wasn’t going to let it go now that she had unearthed something from deep in the red head’s past that she hadn’t thought about for fifteen years. “Surmon Vesgevi, yes. The name I mean.” She did her best to describe how it came to be. “Whenever I thought of you or heard your name, his name was spoken quietly afterwards. As if you two had a connection.”

“But why would it, except through Teteleana Vesgevi?”

Sighing, Naressa conceded once again, “I don’t know. Even the Dark Side doesn’t have all the answers.” Not any answers she could stake her life on right at the moment….
“Does it have something to do with Juna?”

The question triggered a silence in the Winds of the Force. Naressa, hearing no more voices, said, “No.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“No, I’m sure in this case,” Naressa assured her. Of course if the Daughters of the Dark Side were still manipulating the Force… “Sometimes, as Enothchild is always fond of saying, the Force never reveals the secret until the end.”
Muriel reached down and grabbed her bag. She came up with a small smile on her face. “Then perhaps we’re nearing the end.”

“Let’s hope its just A end if you know what I mean.” When Muriel chuckled softly Naressa felt really good about herself.

Muriel stopped smiling and asked, “So was that why you were afraid of me?”

Naressa felt her spirits drop a little and said quietly, “No.” Kicking herself and cursing the Dark Side of the Force at the same time, she closed her eyes, forced a smile, and shook her head. “No, no. Look, I think we had enough questions for one night, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Muriel, the smile slowly returning. “I should get cleaned up.” She turned and took a few steps up the ramp, but then retreated and got Naressa’s attention again. “Look…I’m sorry. I’ve been a complete bitch to you for months now……and I don’t want to be anymore.” She added quickly, “But I still want Dizzy and I to do things by ourselves.”

“I understand,” Naressa said with a nod. The nod was sincere, but it was mournful. She couldn’t make Muriel accept the truth no more than she could sell her a lie. “And I’m sorry too.”
That seemed to melt Muriel; she dropped the bag, walked over and they both gave each other a hug. She said in Naressa’s ear, “Dizzy’s right: Juna would not give up. We can’t either.”

“So long as we are all in this together, we won’t,” said Naressa softly and truthfully. They let go to separate, and Naressa lowered Muriel’s head down to kiss the top of her red head; it wasn’t too difficult given the height difference. Muriel looked up at her confused. “That’s for being a thoughtful and understanding friend.”
“Oh.” Muriel nodded in understanding and smiled. She then looked sidelong at Naressa. “So…you don’t mind that I know about Faradi?”
Naressa smirked at Muriel fondly and said, “If I didn’t want you to know or not tell the others I think I wouldn’t have told you.” She released the hold on Muriel’s shoulders and took a few steps back. “I don’t care what you tell them.”
She hesitated, but finally Muriel nodded and said nothing more when she picked up her things again and went up the ramp, sensing correctly that Naressa wanted to be alone. 
Naressa wanted to be alone to go over what she had learned throughout the discussion. She was relieved that Muriel was no longer a threat to her. In the wake of that understanding however was the connection between Muriel and the House of Vesgevi, though indirect, was there, and essentially still there. Naressa was aware of the Vesgevis, the knowledge of their undying allegiance to the Sith soaked her genes. The Winds of the Force sung the name of Surmon Vesgevi in a whisper after Muriel’s name. However with the new name that was spoken softly Surmon Vesgevi was spoken in equal volume. That meant, at that point, the connection was very solid and there was no deny the connection based on what Muriel had told her. 
The Order of Guardians had only one betrayer in their prestigious and honorable history and that was Muriel’s late father Mir Thahada. Those who worked for Naressa, be it through Rapier Technologies or as servants at Rapier Manor, were hired not just for their qualifications but for their trustworthiness; a measurable trait the Dark Side always had trouble piercing. On top of that Naressa was fully aware of any betrayals within Rapier Manor since her computer program was designed to track any message of any type in and out of home. With the Force she was even more aware. No one within her sphere of influence contacted the Vesgevis. 
That left one wild card that was quickly eliminated a long time ago. Darth Sidious, though, was not keen on going back to using the Sith Conspirators like the House of Vesgevi for assistance against the Republic like Darth Rune was. Naressa knew this because she had seen inside his mind on Korriban months ago, through her intimate contact with him via her Dark Purity skin. Like his predecessors and her ancestors, the Sith Conspirators were akin in tactical thinking to a lousy card player in sabacc; when the pressure was turned onto them they folded each and every single time. They were nothing more than people willing to ride a wave of success and depending which side was successful they aligned to that side to save their own necks; there were some die hards and hopefuls, and more times than not they died without a lick of hope. They were not leaders; they were the worst forms of politician and activist. Pure cowards that couldn’t look their murder victims in the eyes when they blew up a bomb or announce proudly their closeted alliance. Granted they were useful when it came to money and the need for other assets that they possessed, but their natural weakness made them very unreliable. In fact, and Naressa agreed with Sidious’ assessment even now, it would have been more advantageous for all those of the Sith to eliminate every single one of the Sith Conspirators just because they were unnecessary fat that could indirectly hamper Sith progress.
Naressa rubbed the chill that filled her arms. The thought of eliminating all those families from top to bottom had been on her mind for a very long time. If she was the Sith Maiden that Rune wanted her to be they would have been dead. Like the Dark Side for a very long time she chose to simply ignore them. That was a minor mistake under the circumstances; although there was no harm done it still was a mistake.

With Sidious and Muriel both eliminated from the concern equation that left only one person that made contact with the House of Vesgevi, and by the ‘sounds’ of it the connection wasn’t a passing one. The evidence alone reflected that, but the connection to the Vesgevis through the Force made it a slam dunk case. In time, if there was time, Naressa would take care of the problem.
The breeze whipped through the docking bay, drawing Naressa away from her stomach churning thoughts towards the direction where the wind exited. Outside the purpling sky was visible and the evening stars were gaining dominance. Her eyes buzzing with growing energy, stars appeared brightly where they shouldn’t had yet; just like on Tatooine, the stars brilliance were rated based on distance, but stood out from the rest of the stars for their importants……

“A society is a tree, and those trees are apart of a forest.” Naressa heard the echoing voice say and repeated through her mouth. “It grows. It branches out. It grows some more. It tangles within from tree top to roots, hindering its growth but by no means slowing it down. It bares seeds. It outgrows. It dies. It allows the seeds it dropped to take over where it had left over.” The voice, like her own, faded away from her ears, but she finished what it had finished before fading away. “Control the seeds, and you control the forest.”
Eyeing the very last star being pointed out to her by the omen, Naressa glared at it evilly and said to herself, “Who is teaching this evil advice? Show me!” There was no denying it; the express purpose for such an entangling teaching of Dark Philosophy was to corrupt someone; in Naressa’s estimation such soft talk was to misguide a mere child. However her demands were not met. Reaching deep inside herself in anger, she demanded again. “Show me!! Now!!!”
Instead, the stars lost their omen showing brilliance and began to twinkle like the other stars. The message was clear to Naressa now: if she wanted the answer to her question in regards to this, she would have to go the same way she had done with Muriel; she had to go straight to the bantha’s mouth. She had to go to that very last, very distant star in that line of stars and discover the answer for herself. In short to stop this unidentifiable threat and prevent what she felt now was a great and terrible danger Naressa would have to leave the quest to find Juna and find her answers.
And if she left the quest, the group looking for Juna would fall apart. The quest would fail. In order to discover one truth she would have to give up on another. Even in the realm of selfish thinking Naressa still had to decide.
