CHAPTER 27.0
The warm breezes the blew from the southern Nolageia Ocean were a constant that never changed on the northern part of southern continental shores of Aldgeria. The costal waters that channeled through Alderaan’s equator, the natural separator between the continents of Aldgeria, Padgeria, and Sansoria, were an obvious environmental gold mine that was harvested by the many towns and cities that harbored themselves tightly to the sand lines drawing in deep pocketed tourism. The breezes were a counterbalance that prevented blistering heat during the day and cool spells during the night; the need for cooling units and the closing of windows were not necessary, save for rain.
Although the many places along the coast catered to all most of them existed for the express purpose of handling and protecting the wealthiest of politicians and celebrities. There was one large town that did not attract vacationers, but it did attract people from all over the galaxy and unlike any place else on Alderaan it guaranteed privacy with such vigor it rivaled the royal family’s security protocols. Outsiders without a moral conscious would only be rude enough to disturb the guarded town of Oandala, where the majority of its workforce was in the medical field, and the majority of their citizenry were in the process of dying.
Oandala was once a vacationer’s paradise like all the other towns, but during a time of budget constraint some forty years ago it was one of well over three dozen towns to feel the biting pinch of lack of tourism. The leaders of the town faced joining other towns going the way of fiscal extinction, and in a radical effort to save the town petitioned the government with the idea that they become a large scale hospice for the people of Alderaan. It won hearts and minds quickly, but like all good ideas -- Alderaan wasn’t immune to the doldrums of bureaucracy -- concessions were made that involved allowing other entities to enter into the project. Although the partnership converted the town into a peaceful medical haven for the gravely sick complete with treatment and research centers in the hopes of finding cures if not to aid people to die in peace it came with a rather high price tag for admission. Once the preordained barrier that only Alderaanians would have exclusive access to the place the costs more than tripled and forced the government to enact a one time, excessive charge for entry. In short it became a large scale hospital; the haves getting the best and the have nots getting only what the government could subsidize. Nonetheless it was a place that many cherished, where whole families could live with their dying loved ones until the end; where the ill could enjoy just a little of what any good place they may believe in would be like after they had died.
But like all gifts, some exploited them.

“Mister Rapier!” The young nurse exclaimed her sudden displeasure; at the same time, as a worker who had to tend to the dying sick, forcing herself to not choke her patient for his immature behavior. “Please, my bottom is not made for touching, grabbing, pinching and above all else slapping! You’ll dirty my white uniform with hand prints!”
The cycloid looked at the pretty Human dressed in white, held up his hand, and voluntarily gave it a fluttering shake. “I’m sorry, it’s got to be my arithmetic acting up. I got no control of my limbs sometimes.” He fluttered the hand again while keeping the arm still. “See? No control.”

“You mean arthritis don’t you?”
Caught in a lie, the alien known as Bendian Rapier said, “Well…you people call it Arthur-itits; my people call it arithmetic! Damn, woman, don’t you understand my uneducated plight at all?”

The nurse gave up the fight and let out a loud exhale of disgust upon leaving the patio deck that overlooked the nearby beach, going through the large size private home that he bought rights to live and own and be taken care of in. Her patient chased her with his words. “You can put up with me for a few more months! I only got that long to live you know!!!!” He chuckled and laid back down in his beach lounge chair to get some more sunlight. Chest hurting from the exercise of exhaling so hard to yell he pressed the little button the was surgically installed on the back of his hand, releasing a cleansing gas into his breathing line that was in his nose. He closed his eye in great relief and relaxed more in his comfortable position.

The sun Aldera was blocked from shinning down upon the being’s pale green body. Before he knew it a deep, kind voice said, “Hello, ‘Bendian’. It’s been a long time.”

The alien opened his eye that was hidden behind his sunbathing shade eyewear and froze when he noted the very large, horned, hairy Vhinphyc standing right over him. Enothchild wasn’t going to scare him for much longer, but he had to have a little fun with Belt Besirmesserresuron. “When I heard you had come here I had to come and reminisce. Talk about the time I saved your daughter and fought for her, you, and your wife. Or the last time you were here on Alderaan, when you had that ‘dinner’ with my wife.”

Belt sputtered a bit, held up his hand, and said, “Dude, man, whatever is up I gotta tell ya: I’m not really Bendian Rapier.” He looked over his shoulder briefly, looking for any eavesdroppers or maybe even for help. 
“I know, Belt,” Enothchild assured him. He gestured his right hand and another beach lounger slid across the patio deck so he could sit down. He didn’t have his Jedi robe on because his body was too hot for it, so he had to show other assurances of who he was. Belt seemed to get it with his wide eyed look. “I know who you really are. I have to admit though: you got Ol’ Senator Rapier’s grab ass routine down pat. No one will ever tell the difference. Except a Nubian of course.”
“You-you’re a Jedi?” Belt then snapped his long fingers, unsuccessfully in producing the required snapping noise. “Oh, you’re….Eeeeeeeeeeee No Something or Rather?”

“Enothchild Sarch.”

“Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiighttttt. Jedi Master. Heard about you here and there.” Belt pushed the button again on his hand, and the anxiety left his lungs. “So, um, how did you get in here?”
Enothchild looked all around him, and then pointed out the obvious. “Well…technically we’re not ‘in’ are we?” The Pasulnamu slowly nodded and then smiled when he finally caught onto the reality of the Jedi Master’s point. Belt went to speak, but Enothchild cut him off. “As to how I found you, that’s a matter of keeping an eye on the financial transactions of a mutual friend of ours.”
“Ohhhhhhh.” Then, Belt looked a little lost. For Enothchild he began to feel very uncomfortable with the opinions he had for poor Belt, whom was not too well liked by others in the fringe and had a reputation for being….well…stupid.
“You know: Juna.”

“Oh Yeah! Yeah!” Belt flashed a brilliant smile of four fat, bad teeth at Enothchild. He said with deep appreciation and sincerity, meaning every word “Juna Rapier: the best friend any dude can have.” He nodded slowly and looked at Enothchild, who was nodding too. Suddenly Belt looked rather uncomfortable. “Am I in trouble or somethin’? Because, because she gave me the credit chit with the account and the I.D. man. She said it was blue!” He tried to let out a whistle, which really was a flubbing of his lips, showering Enothchild with small drops of spittle. “Man, it’s more like greens and zeroes if you know what I mean. So…um….why did you have to keep an eye on her secret stash of cash?”
Before Enothchild could answer Belt laid back in obvious pain, caused by talking too much at one time. Belt touched the diode again on his hand, held it, breathed deeply, and after a few quite moments he relaxed and looked very weak. He mused to his guest as if it were some joke, “Funny…how it is that someone hits the jackpot and gets the bad news all on the same day. My first thought when Juna gave me the chit was that I was going to have to pay a lot of taxes.”

Enothchild asked quietly, “So she told you that you were dying?”

Belt rubbed his chest for a few moments before he nodded his head. “My kind get this form of asthma…but the tiny tubes…the attach to the little air collecting thingies like…seal so tight they snap off.” He let his hands fall on his lap in a lump. “Funny, too, how it is you’re healthy until someone tells ya you’re dying. Think I woulda been better prepared for the sitch given the life style I live.”
Having read a report that the Mistryl had prepared for every known member of Rooney Tufuse’s gang, Enothchild knew Belt was referring to all the times he was in life and death trouble, and Belt was in plenty of known situations. He had a real lucky streak like Dizzy had, only that when it came to trouble and such luck was called upon Dizzy didn’t create his problems.
“After that last run she spent the whole time not wanting to talk to me.” Belt’s rather laid back voice was easy to miss when he began conversation again. “It was….like…full circle time, you know? It was like when we first met.”

“I know about the dual,” said Enothchild to skip the narrative. “You didn’t give her a good first impression I take it.”
Belt shook his head. “Nah, man, I was a total jerk to her. Called her ugly. That was before Serpentine and his sprouts kicked the shit out of me. Afterwards…”

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

CHAPTER 27.1.0
Several months ago, stumbling out of the cantina figuratively -- literally was more like it -- with his life barely in his possession after the pick pocket Death had nearly taken it courtesy of Sword Serpentine and Kids, Belt followed the veil-covered female that saved his worthless but interesting life. He didn’t want Dagger Serpentine to come to his senses and decide to finish what was started. Although he doubted that the young man could take the purplish quick draw without a package -- Belt was sure she wasn’t a he; he had that problem a few times with Humans -- but that didn’t stop Dagger from killing him.
“Hey! Hey Good Lookin’ wait up!” Belt spat some blood out, coughed, and then continued to limp after her; it was difficult to catch up even with her limping form; she was all ready on the outskirts of Mos Essa, heading into the scary dark, and his sweet talk attempt at getting into her good graces by calling her ‘good looking’ wasn’t working. “Hey, don’t go off alone out there! The desert is flooded with Tuskens!”
“You mean,” said the female without turning around, “don’t go out there without you.”
“Right.”

The gal only known as Nobody Important just said, “If you’re that afraid go back.”

Belt stopped for a moment, then continued to follow her. “No, no, no. I mean you shouldn’t be going out there. They will get you.”
“That’s not why you’re coming after me.” She was annoyed. “You’re looking for a ride.”

“Well duh, Lady, I gotta get far away from here before Dagger comes to his senses.” Belt had turned around to look over his shoulder, and when he turned back around he nearly ran into her, falling on his ass.

“I fail to see why your plight is my problem,” she said with a glare. “By the sounds of it your neck deep in shit with a lot of people.”
Belt was going to deny it, but as he stood up and tried to look the one eyed female in the eye and tell her otherwise she just stared at him with such contempt he couldn’t find in his heart to lie to her. Especially since she did, for lack of a better idea, save his neck. “All right, it is. But hey welcome to the club: you just notched Yabbula the Hutt’s soul brother. You do know who Yabbula the Hutt is, don’t you?”
“I know more about Yabbula than you do.” She crossed her arms defiantly. “And you think this makes you and me partners of circumstance? That we have to team up because we both have wronged Yabbula?”
“Yeah!”

“Get bent.” She turned and walked further into the darkness. Belt caught up with her, walking on her right side. “I’m not looking for partners.”

Belt swallowed hard as he looked back over his shoulder, barely catching a hint of more activity around the cantina entrance. Dagger could have been one of the beings leaving the establishment. “Well then what are you lookin’ for?” He gestured back towards Mos Essa. “Look, folks go to the Sarlacc Pit to get drunk, get high, get a girl, or get all three. You didn’t do any of that. So…….”
Sighing, the young woman said in frustration, “Fuel.”
Belt blew chuckles out of his mouth. “Girl, you are green: Mos Essa hasn’t had fuel in centuries.” She gave him a look that suggested displeasure. “Not that…being green is a bad thing entirely, but if you don’t know the don’t know can kill you. Mos Eisley is the place you wanna go.” He had an idea, but only because of his necessity for survival. “But if you want free fuel” her head craned a little with interest “a pal of mine will give you some for saving my life.”
“Free fuel?” She shook her head. “There must be a catch.”

“Well…taking me is the only catch I know, Good Lookin’.” Belt held up his hands as a sign of friendly surrender. “Ever heard of Rooney Tufuse?” She shook her head no. “I know him. He’s a scoundrel with a plan, man. He generally keeps stocked up on stuff he needs: fuel one of those things. You get me to his secret hideout, which I know where it is, and I’ll square with the fuel.”
Eyeing him up and down, she finally relented and said, “Come on. I hope it isn’t far. I don’t have much fuel left.”

“It isn’t, Good Lookin’.”

The Human suddenly seemed taller and stronger than him when she spun on her good foot and leg back around, grabbed him by the remains of his shirt, and pulled Belt close to her veiled face. He gulped because with all honesty he wasn’t much of fighter, she had a weapon, and she handled a man twice her mass before she plugged him.
“Juna.”

“Bless you.”

He could see a bit of a smile through the veil. She said, “No. My name is Juna. Not ‘good lookin’. Not ‘unkempt road’.” Belt cringed again after she repeated the slight title he gave her when he first saw her prior to the Serpentines introducing him to the newest dance craze Boot Scooting Butt Kicking. She finally let go of his shirt and let him down easy. “Juna.”

“Belt Besirmesserresuron! Put it there, partner!” He held up his hand in front of him, close to her. All Juna did was look at it for a moment, then looked back at him. He looked at his hand, and then said, “Right. No partners.” He wiped his hand on his pant leg. “Just Juna.”
Juna turned her attention back towards the dark desert landscape. Belt just smiled and followed along…
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 27.1.1

From that point on we were friends and partners. We did great together under Tufuse. Once we got by his high placed standards. Hell, he absolutely loved her…
After a few days of sublight backtracking, Belt had successfully aided Juna in finding the secret location of Rooney Tufuse’s base. It was a cave hidden under heavy atmospheric clouds of nitrogen on the planet Palatus, in the Ensu System; a planet not far off the smuggler’s routes. Juna piloted the Millennium Falcon through a industrial strength force field at the start of the cave that kept the overabundance of nitrogen out. The clouds masked the energy use with its constant ionization discharges. To the best of anyone’s knowledge -- Belt’s knowledge and whoever else Belt had ran into -- Tufuse had come across the place, apparently by chance; the man was like any other smuggler, essentially broke. Whoever had left it had never come back to reclaim it.
The base’s hanger was wide enough to compliment the Millennium Falcon, even with the eight other ship models there, like the Corellian Action Alpha, the Trade Federation DART, and a Dustang ARS to name a few. Juna’s ship, though, was the largest of the bunch. A few of the owners of the ships spotted the big hunk of junk and were immediately impressed on how skillfully she landed the ship between the Dustang and the Action Alpha. They didn’t look too worried about a strange ship landing in a secret hideout. Once the occupants came out, though, their faces bored a pained expression in Belt’s direction. And Belt knew it wasn’t because of his recent ‘face lift’.

Clearing his throat, he said to Juna as they walked towards the stairs leading to the hanger’s overlook, “Don’t mind them: they just haven’t seen such a fine ship as yours before.” Juna just chuckled; he wasn’t sure if she had done that to agree with him or disagree with him. He just lead the way to Tufuse’s office.

The office door’s opened and out stepped a rather tall, handsome man in his prime. Like the others before him he also made a face. His commentary was more directed. “For the love of a good woman or two, what in the hell are you doing back here, Belt?”

“Gee, Haus, I was missing you,” said Belt.

“Well I…wasn’t.” The man looked away from Belt again and seemed rather intrigued with Juna. Strange for that: Haus Sarain’s guidebook of conquest upon the female landscape was to take only the pretty or somewhat attractive hills. “So…who’s this?”

“Oh, gee, my manners,” said Belt sarcastically. “Juna, Haus Sarain. Lady Killer, the killer of Sword Serpentine.”

“Well that was a crappy joke,” mused Haus. “Look, whatever your business is with the boss, veiled one, it better be belly dancing and not, repeat, NOT include Mister Perplexic here.”
Juna brushed past Haus, which Belt just flexed his shoulders and said, “Ha! Tells you don’t it?”

Haus whispered to Belt, “Take yourself out of here and take her back to Uglyville. Rooney’s not taking in new hires or old fires.”

“He’ll take her once the word gets around.” Belt just turned and didn’t elaborate on what he meant. Juna was waiting for him, so Belt walked through the automatic door first. Inside was a office that probably had seen better times of cleanliness and order. There was a desk next to the office window that overlooked the docking bay, and standing there was a tall man with his back turned to them. Smiling, Belt said, “Hey Rooney! Long time no see! Miss me?”

“If I was drunk and my blaster sights were off: yeah.” Turning around Rooney Tufuse revealed himself: a dark skinned man with long curly hair and a aged face. He didn’t appear to carry the age in his posture. He looked at Juna for a moment, then turned his attention back at Belt. “Last I heard you lost your ship in Hutt Space. Too bad you didn’t get lost with it.”

“Ah, boss, you shouldn’t say such things.” Belt just chuckled and threw his hands towards him as if to suggest that Tufuse was messing with him. “Especially around my new partner here.”

“Partner?” Both Juna and Tufuse said it at the same time; Juna sounding surprised; Tufuse sounding sympathetic.
“Work with me here, kid,” mumbled Belt under his breath. He brightened and continued with Tufuse. “Yes, my new partner. That’s her ship out there b.t.w. so I’m no longer shipless. Just look at her…I mean the ship. A YT: dozen double digit hold capacity with both speed and muscle to boot. Plus, Juna here is the fastest gun in the whole galaxy.”

Tufuse went from Belt to Juna and asked, “Girl, are you this loser’s new partner? Please tell me you’re not.”
Juna looked at the hopeful Belt, who was begging silently with his large eye. She turned to Tufuse. “No.” Belt made some noises, but both Juna and Tufuse ignored him. “This guy said he could get me free fuel. The least he could do for me saving his life on Tatooine.”
“R-Right,” stammered Belt. “This goes back to fastest gun, Rooney. Juna here about cleaned out the entire Serpentine family roster.” Tufuse looked at him as if the alien had snorted fire ants up his one nostril. “Four shots, four new holes in the head, between the eyes dead. All except Dagger. OH!” He gestured to the gun belt Juna was still sporting. “In fact this is Dagger’s. Old Sword made him let her borrow it. Can you say OH the irony!”
Tufuse held up a hand and shook his head. He let out an exhale, looked at Juna, and said, “I hate to break it to you, but this guy is a viral leech; he sucks on you, and in return gives you a bad case of bad luck. Sorry he took advantage of you: there’s no free fuel here. All I ask is that you take up the matter outside and clean up the mess after you’re done.”
Belt made a long face and looked at Juna. She eyed him, but it wasn’t with any expected malice. She turned back to Tufuse. “How much for the fuel then?”

Tufuse smiled. “There’s no fuel here to sell. It’s for my ships.”

“The ships in your gang,” she added. Tufuse nodded. “Then why can’t my ship be a part of your gang.”

“Because I have no openings in my business.” Tufuse made a face, twisting his brow in puzzlement. “Are you by any chance Nubian?”

“And if I am?”

“Then that explains why you can’t take the hint. Nubians live as if they are entitled to a second option, sometimes more. Everything to you people is a political negotiation. Here: I am a dictator that’s killed all the lawyers, so negotiations are over.” Tufuse gestured with his head towards the door. “You can go now. There’s nothing for you here, girl. We’re on short convoys, minimal sorties, small profiles. Your ship don’t fit the five by five.”
Before Belt could try again at getting them into Tufuse’s organization, Juna turned her head a little and said, “You know what maybe I should go. That sounded too jock jolly to me.”
Tufuse eyed her suspiciously again. “Meaning?”
“Oh come on, sir, what was your service rank when you left your fighter squadron?” Juna asked exasperated. “Couldn’t have been captain. I’m guessing P-3, or a hatchwork maybe listening to spray and sound from other canopy kissers. No, you had to get past the sims in order to comp the ‘cab. Saw a share of the head’s bottom. Maybe you’d right winged. Nonetheless you have ex and you’ve been ex.

Sighing after all the talking, she said, “Personally, though, someone talking like that makes me think you’re Republic Navy, not a smuggler chief.” Juna looked at Belt. “You’re on your own. I’ll try to push my ship out of here.”

Belt looked between the departing Juna and the dumbfounded Tufuse. In that latter it was unbelievable, for Tufuse always seemed to have an answer for everything. The alien left the office and caught up with Juna, beginning to beg indirectly. “So…um…we’re do we go from here?”
“I don’t know where I’m going.” Juna really emphasized the ‘I’ in that statement. “All I do know is you’re not involved. So long.”

With desperation Belt sped around Juna and blocked her way, hands against her shoulders to stop her. “Look, I tried to play you in there and I’m sorry. But I have nothing. Do you understand that, Juna: nothing! No ship. No friends. No respect. A guy like me looses all that they’re done in this galaxy.”

“Obviously,” said Juna with a sigh. She looked down at his hands. “Do you mind?”

Belt went to take his hands off of her, but then he shook his head and kept them on her shoulders. “No. No, I’m not going to lose anymore. When I was getting the crap beat out of me I thought that was it. Then you came along. It’s fate, don’t you see?”

Juna looked at his hands again, reached up, and slowly grabbed his wrists. Slowly she squeezed them. To Belt’s surprise the pressure she was applying was getting more intense than he had ever figured a Human woman could generate. He grimaced out, “Got quite a grip there.”
After Belt spoke, and before she spoke, he did a double take; her dark brown eye was turning lighter in color. It appeared to be adopting a brownish-yellow tint. The process chilled him; either that or it was her cold hands on his aching wrists…

With a short grunt Juna pushed Belt’s hands off her shoulders with force, but only enough to take his hands off of her. She let go of his wrists, and the feeling returned to his hands and forearms. She stood up tall, closed her eye, and breathed out a slow exhale. Opening her good, now normal dark brown eye she said to him directly and concisely, “I don’t like to be touched. Never do that again.”
“S-Sure,” said a bewildered Belt. He wasn’t sure of what just happened, but it affected him enough that he needed to catch his breath. “Whew, that was intense.” He had expected her to leave, but she stood right where she was, looking at him. Collected, he held up a hand and said, “You know, maybe this partnership ain’t going to work. I’ll have one of these mutton heads take me somewhere. Believe me they’ll be glad to do it.”
As the conversation was happening footsteps belonging to a young girl of late teen years was soon heard on the metal steps below Belt and Juna. Sporting no hair one would have thought of her being a young boy due to her height and build until she spoke. And she did speak when she stop upon seeing Belt and Juna standing on the landing before Tufuse’s office. With wide eyes and a gapping mouth, she sputtered, “It-It’s true. It’s all true.”
Seizing the moment Belt said with a shoulder shrug, “I know. I’m back. I’m alive, Darla.”

Sneering, Darla Copernicus gave him an awful look and said, “Not you, you green idiot, her. It’s all over the vines: nameless broad helps loser by dropping the Serpentines on Tatooine. And she’s here!”

“With me,” mused Belt.

However Darla turned her attention towards the opening doors above. Tufuse was coming out. Before the leader could judge the scene Darla was running up the stairs fast, full of excitement. “Rooney! Hey, this gal dropped Sword Serpentine and three of his brats. Its’ being squawked about all over. I heard it on the vine lines.” She stood beside the leader as he stood there, appearing to reassess the situation before him. “So did you hire her?”
Tufuse looked to Darla and said, “Actually I was going to ask her a few more questions before she left. But it appears you have confirmed moron’s boasts.” He looked at Juna with his brown eyes. “So it’s true.”
“Why would Belt lie?” Juna simply asked. “Especially when both evidence and witness is present to sustain his ‘story’: me, the one that did it.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t like to brag.”

Darla got Tufuse’s attention and said, “If that’s her YT out there we can run Trad Fed dice. We won’t need to go hire Tia or Barkenshare for runs. And hell, Rooney, she’s the fastest gun in the galaxy! That’s a bonus the longer the word spreads.”
“I don’t know,” said Tufuse, rubbing his chin in doubt. “Being in business with the gal that dropped Yabbula’s blaster boy is a lot of baggage to haul around. He might want retribution. And every quark with a blaster might just want to challenge for the title. Besides…I told her no all ready.”
“Yet,” interrupted Juna, “you were chasing me down to ask me a few more questions before we left.” When she said ‘we’, Belt once again did a double take. She didn’t look at him or even acknowledge that fact that she said ‘we’ and not I. She leaned a little towards Tufuse and said, “This is the part where you ask me to name my price.”

Tufuse made a face and said, “The price is you stay. The rules change for no one, no matter who it is. You listen to me. You haul the assignments I give you. You keep forty percent.”

“Forty?” Darla’s exclaimed question suggested the obvious; no one else in the group was getting forty percent of the profits on their hauls.

Tufuse held a hand close to Darla’s face to shut her up. He said to Juna, “That’s the deal. I run this place tight, and stuff in this operation has to get paid for. With it you’re getting free fuel, a roof other than your own ship, food, great hiding places with access to them and some other intangibles I haven’t brought up. The catch is you do what I say to the letter. Don’t like it: leave now or at any time. Deal?”
Juna didn’t waste time. “No.” She gestured with her head towards Belt. “My partner here will take the same deal.”

“Partner?” mumbled Belt, this time he the one that was surprised.

“No way,” said Tufuse harshly. “The day I give that guy another twenty percent-.”

Juna held up her hand. “No sir. The deal was forty for me. It will also be forty for him. That’s eighty combined percent.” She held up her hands to add stress to the point. “We’re a packaged deal. And thanks to your young friend it sounds as if a ton of credits can be made on MY ship hauling for the Trade Federation. If MY ship is going to be your biggest hauler, then I and my partner Belt here is entitled the biggest share of the profits.”

Tufuse shook his head. “Then goodbye.”

“Goodbye then,” said Juna calmly. “C’mon, Belt. We have just enough fuel to reach Brisbone.”

Belt was going to go ahead and go with her. There was a sputter of words behind them and then Tufuse shouted, “Hold it!” He ran down the stairs, nearly knocking Belt off his feet in passing, and stopped in front of Juna. He said, “Jorj Car’das won’t pay as well as I will. You don’t want to go to him. He’s a rookie. He don’t know jack.”

Juna looked at Tufuse with no concern for him. “He’s your competition. In the free enterprise system the needed services that only one person alone can provide makes that one person a nearly priceless commodity. A business owner with any long term profit goals would see me and my demands a risk worth taking. He would also see that such a commodity in his fold would bury the competition.” She folded her arms in front of her defiantly. “Therefore I can demand anything I want. This is what I want: thirty percent for me, thirty percent for Belt. Forty percent of what we’re going to haul in my ship is going to be quite a lot.”
“The Hutts could pay more,” mused Tufuse.

“But I don’t want to work for them exclusively, just like you,” she assured him. “Deal?”

After a few moments of thinking, Tufuse looked at Belt and said, “I have no fricking clue how your luck changed, Belt, but it has. My advice: stay out of everyone’s way.” He held out his hand to shake Juna’s. “Deal!”

Juna just looked at it, turned, and said over her shoulder, “Then let’s get my ship fueled.”

Before Tufuse could lower his rejected hand Belt grabbed it and pumped it vigorously. “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you!”
“Don’t be thanking me, Belt,” said Tufuse. “The first time you both screw up will be the last time.”
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
CHAPTER 27.2
“From then on me and Juna got along and we only pissed Rooney off about twenty times.” Belt cleared his throat after the admission. “Then after Keterbawn…that’s when it ended. She wasn’t talking to me and……when she did she said I was going to die.” He picked at the ends of his very long fingers. “She didn’t tell me how she knew. She just gave me the chit…with all those wonderful zeroes after the one…told me who she really was, and just dropped me off here. Story of my life: when it looks good, there’s a bad.”
There was a moment of silence that followed that seem to add a exclamation point to Belt’s statement. It ended soon enough. “That hadda be boring,” mused Belt abruptly, ending the tale sooner than Enothchild had expected. “I mean why tell ya that story? I mean…why are you after Juna? Justice reasons?” He rose up in his chair, trying hard to pretend he was strong enough to be defiant. “I don’t know where she is then.”
Enothchild wondered when Belt was going to get to those important questions he should have been asking before he went into the story. The dying, though, were often a talkative sort; whether it was because they wanted to hear their voice as much as possible, or they wanted someone else to hear it; that creeping thought Belt thought was when he died no one would care, and his existence would be a silent afterthought. He was exploiting this mental insecurity, but only to establish a rapport with Belt.

“Juna’s a good friend of mine that’s making a terrible mistake with her life to be frank with you,” said Enothchild honestly. “If you know anything about her she doesn’t come from some run down, broken home. She left her home without telling her mother, who is sick with worry.”
Belt melted into his lounger with some guilt. Enothchild had seen such reactions before when dealing with any soft core criminal type. Such beings were criminals because of circumstance -- not that it gave them the right to do what they do -- and therefore retained some morals and feelings. What usually melted them was to hear about their own mother fretting over them or someone else’s mother fretting over someone else they know. It only worked if the person in question still held their mother or combined parentage in high regard.
“Ah man,” said Belt with a ill face. “Why do people do that to their mom?”
“Did she ever tell you why she had left home?” wondered Enothchild. A logical question, given that she had told him who she really was.

Belt shook his head. He shrugged his shoulders and suggested, “But hey, maybe she got tired of the bullshit associated with high society. She got rebellious. Wanted to live the bad life.”
Enothchild knew that there was some half truths to Belt’s points; Belt was telling the truth on his part, it was just Juna’s reasons for doing what she was doing that were part rebellion, part Enothchild’s unspoken fault. She knew full well both he and Naressa would have fits over this. Not only that Juna had seen the unseen results of smuggling and other space pirate-like activities; although he boasted about his doings as a smuggler to her Dizzy had always told Juna how wrong much of it was, especially when he understood what he was doing was wrong long after the ‘career’ was over.
After Belt pushed the button on his hand again and breathed in medication, he exhaled slowly, “If it wasn’t for her quick draw ability I would tell her to go home and stop worrying her mother. Wow, I never seen anyone move so fast…”

Enothchild had barely sensed it coming. He stretched his palm out and caught the bird droppings from a fast, low flying gull in his hand that almost landed on Belt’s head. It startled the Pasulnamu, nearly causing him to have a hyperventilating fit that someone so big moved so fast. He breathed in more medicine to relax himself. Enothchild took the time to go into the house and washed his hand. He returned with a glass of water for the alien, who was alert again and took it gratefully.
After he finished his current gulp, Belt asked, “Why’d you do that? It was…just bird droppings, man. ‘Bout gave me a heart attack.”

“I’m sorry.” Enothchild leaned in with his hands clasped together and noted, “I just thought that you’ve been crapped on long enough, Belt. Decent beings on death’s door should never loose any dignity they have.”
Belt chuckled softly. “I’m not decent, man.”

“I assure you,” said Enothchild with a comfortable tone, designed to reverse much of Belt’s thinking “if you weren’t decent Juna wouldn’t have put up with you after all this time. She would have never gave you access to her father’s name and one of her accounts. Never would have brought you here if she didn’t think you were good enough to deserve it.

“And by telling you who she was, she did so because she trusted you, and that you deserved above all others to know. As Juna’s friend, I can tell you there is no greater honor than having her trust and friendship.”
Belt blinked at Enothchild with awe and confusion, looked up, and then looked back at him. He wasn’t certain about what he was hearing, which the Jedi Master chalked it up to Belt having lived the untrusting life of the fringe playing with his ability to trust anyone. Like most beings in his position he needed proof, some intangible that would allow him to put his life in someone else’s hands. Enothchild was certain he had done so with words; a concept that was rather alien to Belt, but it was sinking in.

“So….what you’re saying is…” Belt made a face, hesitated as his brain worked harder than it usually did. “you’ll…protect me from crap?”
Enothchild couldn’t help to grin. “What it means is I can tell you why Juna draws fast. How she knew you were dying. Because of it she learned to pity you, but over time come to trust you. So I can trust you. And I hope you can trust me.”
For the next five minutes Enothchild told Belt quite a bit about Juna, just about everything starting with the Force. He skipped the more personal details involving himself and her, concentrating more on publicly known history. Belt knew she came from money, but never knew she had been a leader of billions and their ace fighter pilot. Belt had heard of Magus Prophet because the Vhinech had a record substantial bounty on him and the Republic had put up the bounty which was unheard of for the galactic government had been doing everything possible to band the practice for years.
Afterwards Belt sat back and tried to whistle again. Failing again, but neither he or Enothchild was really keeping track. He said, “Wow. I knew a spoon bender and didn’t know it. But now…it all makes sense.” He looked at the Vhinphyc cock eyed. “So why ain’t she wearing a robe like yours?”

“That’s another long story,” Enothchild said. “I was hoping you could tell me where I could possibly find her.”
“Well…she should still be Rooney.”

“That’s just it: word is that Tufuse dissolved the gang.”

Belt sat up a little taller, blinking repeatedly in disbelief. “Why? Did he win a big pot of cash?”
“Reasons unknown, but he went into hiding. No one knows where he and the rest went, including Juna.” Enothchild leaned closer to Belt. “I was hoping you would know. That maybe either he or Juna had contacted you since you’ve been here.”

Belt shook his head. “I wouldn’t expect Rooney to call. Juna I was hoping…but I’m been here for about a month and no word.”

“You think Tufuse would go to one of the hiding places to hide out. You see, he had sold those weapons from Keterbawn to Jabba. The problem with that is they were Yabbula’s weapons.”

“Oh brother!” Belt scratched his head. “Nah. See, although the places we hid seemed permanent they were so before we got to them. I’ve been in Rooney’s group for nearly a year, and we never hid out at the same place twice. Like Palatus, he and the rest were there for the past two months before Juna and I showed up. After New Year’s and Maradest, we went on to some asteroid in the Dangus Cluster; our home, if things worked out, for the next six months. Sounds like that all changed.”
Enothchild frowned a little, rather surprised by Tufuse’s pre-organization skills. Smuggling lords were just like their smuggling underlings in planning: everything was by the spur of the moment from the seat of their pants. Nothing was set in stone, and base of operations were mainly bars, saloons, uninhabited worlds and other celestial bodies, and other ships. Tufuse was far too organized even when it appeared he wasn’t on the surface.
“Belt,” Enothchild began after some careful thinking. He recalled Dizzy’s lack of information on Tufuse… “what do you know about Tufuse? Personally I mean.”

“Piff. That’s about it in a nutshell: just piff!” Belt stretched in his chair before continuing. “Rooney has been around for a while, but hell no one really knows him. Haus Sarain knew him the longest, and we all asked him the same thing once. Haus had no clue: Rooney stuck to business and the moment.” He chuckled a little. “Funny: that’s the only thing Juna and Rooney had in common. Lack of history.”
Enothchild was now finding that too ironic. His feelings on the matter were set aside when Belt’s chuckles turned into coughs that sat him up. Enothchild took hold of him and eased him back down when the fit passed. Certain that the event passed, Enothchild said regretfully, “I pushed you. You’re not well.”

“Duh,” said Belt in a dreamy state, the side affects of his medication taking hold of his senses. Joking, he said, “Hey, I’ll pay you a million credits…to cure me.”

Enothchild didn’t know whether to chuckle, smile, or just get up and leave because there was a part of him that never wanted to confront matters like this. A problem that could not be solved by no belief, by no Force. The cold fact more than Belt dying was the age old Jedi belief that it had to happen. For so many years he believed like all Jedi did, that out of tragedy there was joy; if death occurred in front of them, then somewhere in the galaxy life was born. Something terrific, perhaps a miracle, occurred with no witnesses; such things always seemed to happen in contrast to millions of entities watching a horrible scene unfold on the HoloNet.
Enothchild believed that until his Nadja began to die….
“I would have done it for no charge,” said Enothchild, and Belt didn’t need any more brain cells to understand what he was saying. Belt had time, but Enothchild truly had no time to give to help him. “Thank you. Your information was helpful.”

“So I get to keep the money?” asked Belt innocently with a small smile on his face.

Enothchild understood Juna’s reasoning more now. She didn’t want to see Belt die both painfully and poorly; an man so far down on his luck his life had no value, no merit, no reason of existing so dying was just the poisonous frosting on the decaying cake. Juna changed all that. Whereas she didn’t have the ability to cure him she did possess the ability to ease all of his sufferings. It wasn’t the Force, but it was within her gifts and wisdom. It told him conclusively that she wasn’t under no dark side spell. That no Faradi spirit existed where Juna did not. No evil possessor would show such compassion to a being with no future. Enothchild could see Juna’s own unspoken words on the edges of reasoning: the longer Belt lived, the possibility regardless of the odds that a cure could be found for his condition became relevant. Otherwise Juna just wanted Belt to have at least one dream of his come true before the darkness crept in.
“She gave it to you, it’s yours,” assured Enothchild. He stood up, tucking his hands into the opposite robe sleeves. “I just need to find her.”
“If you do, will you have her contact me?” asked Belt.
“I will.” Enothchild gave him a small bow. “May the Force be with you.”

Although it appeared impossible to do with just one eye, Belt Besirmesserresuron appeared to wink with is large, single eye. Flashing a happy smile, he tired -- and failed again -- to snap his fingers, finishing the movement into a kid’s gun finger pointing gesture. He said, “Right back at ya, Biggie.”
Settling in, Belt did not bother watching Enothchild leave. He was too busy…watching the sun set.

