CHAPTER 28.0
Aldera City Space Port hadn’t changed in all the years Enothchild knew of it when he got off the air tramp and entered it’s vast chamber. The only change should have been his presence here. He had though for sure after he had brought Juna to Alderaan over a decade ago to escape the horrors of Vhanba it would have been the last time he was here. Strange how the Force always brought him back here, proving that even a Jedi could not say no to it’s whims, even at the expense of their memories.

Although he still held on to the home and property he had inherited through his marriage with Nadja he possessed no desire to ever go back to it. Taking Juna and the others there was just happenstance; a convenience that was far better than spending their time hiding in the Millennium Falcon on the edge of the Marymaine Plains. Even his return to the home after his eight long years in the wilderness was supposed to be a short lived stay. But it was in that stay in which Nadja had come before him as a ghost, and from there his life had never been the same. As he thought before, it was just strange how the Force brought him back to Alderaan, and usually it was always a significant return.
Unfortunately, despite what he said to Belt, Enothchild thought he had a bad turn of the cards here. The good news was that Juna Rapier appeared by all accounts to still be Juna Rapier if Belt’s impressions of her were correct. The bad news weighed more and tipped the scales in its favor: Belt didn’t know where she was, and if he hadn’t heard from Rooney Tufuse or the rest after the group had parted ways, then it stood a good reason that anyone else might not know where Juna was. The wild card out of the conversation was Tufuse. 
There was something about the man, something that was secretive and hidden. Smugglers Enothchild knew bragged about themselves; Dizzy still did so religiously, about their hauls and their lives and eventually where they came from. As the Jedi Master paced himself past the rows of various ships in port he was finally developing a psychological profile on Tufuse. Such profiling, a craft he learned from Nadja, he usually reserved for the likes of Magus Prophet, or Lars Breck; entities that acted with abnormal behaviors or possessed personalities the hopped back and forth between sanity and madness, and in some cases a high degree of intelligence that perhaps fueled such madness.
To date in his mind Enothchild saw that Rooney Tufuse was not a braggart nor was he a whisper; he strived to find a center between the two. To achieve such center he had to be a master of his domain. He had to be in control of everything around him and not just himself; not that he was a control freak, it was just his approach was more befit for a military commander. He wanted pilots to command so he allowed slack in his ranks which prompted quiet calls for other’s services and ships. When the ‘body’ of his organization got too fat he cut the excess and with his rules, his way the way all had to follow it was pretty easy for him to push the right button to make a free being want no more of the dictatorship. The man understood the psychology of the fringe thinking fool, easily getting under their skin by calling their ships ‘my’ or ‘mine’; it was a stinger lying dormant in said skin, not infecting until Tufuse decided it was time to infect. Such thinking suggested that Tufuse wasn’t a genius nor was he wise. He learned how to do it and such mechanical approaches suggested he was not self taught but trained.
The trained aspect, coupled with all of these secret bases all over the galaxy stocked prior to his gang’s arrival, suggested that Tufuse was either once or still is a military officer, or a member of an intelligence group that knew of such safe places. Enothchild had a long shot hunch, one he was going to verify once he reached the Ruby Heirloom and used the communication system on board, linked to Alderaan’s planetary transceiver array, to make a call to a old friend. At best it was all he had to go on; the last Mistryl report was short and had nothing on Juna.
In remembering the Mistryl, it was not a surprise then for Enothchild to find Vadiva sitting against the front landing skid of the Ruby Heirloom, snuggling herself deep inside her coat to keep the northern climate’s nightly chill out. He couldn’t have been a hard track, an unique alien on a unique ship porting in a place filled with its share of spies, including Mistryl informants. She stood up when she spotted him and said, “I happened to be in the neighborhood and decided to drop in. Where’s your friends?”
“Other priorities came up,” said Enothchild. He doubted that Vadiva was still under the impression that he and the others were on a secret mission. Nonetheless he told her the truth: Dizzy’s and Muriel’s own lives were their number one priority now.
Vadiva tucked her hands into her coat’s pockets. “Probably for the best under the circumstances.” She pulled out a portable holographic projector, turned it on, and it showed a younger version of Enothchild’s head, followed by his biological specifications, and then a money figure. “After what you all did at Ingeles VI the Hutts put a bounty out on you. Death the requirement for collection.”
Enothchild looked at his younger, Padawan image and had more disdain for the image than the fact a price was now on his head. “Swell, they’re using that old pool holo of me. That’ll really bring out the fools.” He eyed Vadiva and smirked. “No offense but you weren’t just ‘in the neighborhood’. Here to collect a hundred grand?”
Vadiva smirked back, winked and jested. “It’s tempting. But I appreciate friendship over currency any day of the week. However this new development cuts you out of our information net. The Eleven apologizes, of course, but they don’t want to loose some of their clientele close to the Hutts. In return they will not take up on a hunt against you or sell information about your whereabouts.” She shook her head. “Personally they’re being cowards. Too often they talk principal and with this they’re not showing it.”
“Governments have to make such decisions for their people. Believe me, I’m use to it.” Enothchild crossed his arms. “Of course there are conscientious objectors such as yourself that could get in trouble just by talking to me.”

“I don’t care. It just means, though, that whatever information I gather is going to take longer to get to you. I also have some more news that might interest you.”
Enothchild took out the command remote of the Ruby Heirloom, touched the keys, and ordered the hatch to open and the ramp to lower. “Would you like some tea while you tell me?”

After she nodded Enothchild let Vadiva enter the ship first out of proper manners, and he followed her and closed the ramp. He showed her to the galley, where they both removed their proper robes and coats, and he started on making them some hot tea. It didn’t hurt to have a little company now that he was alone, even if the visit was going to be short and business like.
While Enothchild stood dutifully by the tea pot on the heating pad, Vadiva continued with the information. “You’re not the only one with a price on your head. Just about every smuggler in the galaxy woke up today to find their names on wanted posters, too. I’m not joking either: there’s, like, ten thousands of names out there. The whole galaxy right now is crawling with bounty hunters and mercs looking for easy credit.”

Enothchild opened the nearest sealed cupboard with a slight jerk to defeat the magnetism involved in keeping it closed and pulled out two tea tablets. Vadiva got his attention again by holding up two fingers, so he grabbed two more tablets; for strong tasting tea, two was sufficient. They were followed by non-fragile tea cups. He followed that with a question that had to do with the absurd subject that was just brought up. “Whose stupid idea was that?”
“Jabba.” Enothchild had to snort at that, and Vadiva chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t buy that either. This has Yabbula written all over it. He’s been demanding that everyone join him or die. He just wants his nephew to take the rep pounding on this one.” She gestured widely with her hands. “Why doesn’t that psycho just kill his brother’s spawn and get it over with? It’s obvious that he would rather abuse Jabba than acknowledge him as a relation.”
“Because Hutt laws prevent him from doing so,” Enothchild reminded her. He put the tablets in the respected cups when the tea pot began to whistle. He poured the boiled water over the tablets, dissolving them into Manriddian Bango Spice. He handed Vadiva her cup and sat across from her. The sensors above the table analyzed their situation and from an opened hatchway in the center a small lift emerged with spoons, sweeteners and creams. “Although Yabbula is the recognized clan leader he is by technicality. Jabba still retains leader exemption until it is shown that he is large liability to have around alive.”
“Well killing off the hired helps Jabba reach that status. Especially since Tatooine is the rally point between the civilization and barbarian zones. No numb brain with a ship is going to work for him.”
Enothchild held off taking a sip of his tea as he mulled the news further. “Juna’s name on this long list?”

“No, but Tufuse and the rest of his gang is.” Vadiva took a sip, made a face and a noise of appreciation, and continued. “Tufuse a little bit more than the rest. Word is he sold Hutt merchandise he wasn’t supposed to have. Could explain why his gang parted ways.”
Sensing her own feelings on that, Enothchild said, “Or…”

“Or it might have something to with his right hand man Haus Sarain. The word is that Sarain was given to the Kuati authorities and a bounty was collected. Last anyone knew Sarain was still with Tufuse.” The implications filled the air thickly, but Vadiva spoke anyways after taking in another sip of tea. “To a layman it looks like Tufuse sold out his best friend for some retirement money.”

Enothchild thought for a few moments, and raised a point from memory “CorSec had set up a dual purpose sting to catch Sarain at Corellia.”
Vadiva finished her sip before continuing. “A few well grounded bounty hunters I know were surprised to hear the about the bounty too. The amount isn’t known, but the scuttlebutt is that it was a government sanctioned bounty, the charge against him was assault. What kind of assault: don’t know. My theory is that Tufuse knew about it and hid Sarain until he got tired of the guy. Whether Tufuse sold Sarain out or that merchandise or none of the above is irrelevant as far as the Hutts are concerned.”
“Whatever the case this new situation doesn’t bode well for Juna,” said Enothchild, mainly to himself. “The Hutts…Yabbula could change his mind about her.” He explained to her the events of Ingeles VI; his events far more detailed than the usually often wrongly portrayed scuttlebutt that came out of the fringe’s mouth.
After Enothchild was finished, Vadiva played with her cup for a few moments and talked to him carefully. “Listen…it’s starting to look obvious that you are after her. Tahcee Cental I’m sure qualified that before she joined Yabbula’s flat associates collection. If not now pretty soon he’s going to decide that killing her is going to be the way to get to you.”

“Not if I get to Juna first. Even if I don’t I know Juna is more than capable of taking out anything Yabbula or Jabba throws at her.”

“And if you die, will she not be alone?” Vadiva held up a hand again to get his attention. “I would be more than willing for absolutely nothing to go with you. Or even go get her alone in a operation. As a friend.”
Enothchild did not like the idea nearly a month ago and he month later it still was a terrible idea. “No. I have to get Juna myself.”
“Enothchild use your head: you go back into the Outer Rim you do so with blaster targets for clothing.” She set the cup down in front of her a little hard, hoping the act would cut through his stubbornness. “If you care about her you will play this smart.”
“I am,” he assured her, putting a ‘that’s that’ tone in it. Vadiva could have been a shrew about it and persisted, but she respected him enough not to fork him; that is like a piece of meat burning over an open fire he was ‘very well done’ trying to explain why he wanted to find Juna. He wasn’t going to talk about it, any of it. “I just need a direction. I think Tufuse is that key.”
Vadiva drained the rest of her tea in one large gulp, obviously not amused that Enothchild was being so stubborn. “I can’t tell you how to wipe your own ass. You’re a Jedi Master: you can handle yourself.” She pouted a little, which was rather a new side to her that he had never seen in the nearly forty years he had known her. “It’s just…the odds against you have never been so high. Good guys like you…shouldn’t face death like that alone.”
“I appreciate your concern, and your friendship,” said Enothchild kindly. “But I must do this alone.”

“Why?”

Sitting there for a moment, Enothchild bought himself some time by drinking the remains of his tea in one large swallow. The taste of it was bitter, and he accepted the taste as if they were Juna’s feelings towards him at that very moment. By now she had to know he was after her and there were no signs on her behalf that she wanted to be found by him. One could argue that what she did for Belt, by giving him some of her vast fortune and having him use her father’s name, was a subconscious cry for help disguised as a mental mistake; she had to know that Naressa had the ability to track any financial transaction related to the Rapier Clan, and by accessing her accounts she created a clue to her whereabouts. Then again, Juna’s bitterness may have inspired her to use Belt as some decoy to throw him off the trail. 

If Juna hated him, then there was no reason to keep chasing her. But he had to.
“Why?”

It was like Vadiva had asked the question again, only this time it actually came out of Enothchild’s own mouth; it took him a moment to realize that he did it. “Because I have to. I can’t really say why for sure, so that’s the best answer I have.” He searched his feelings. “It’s…meant to be.”
Vadiva let out a short chuckle and mused, “Huh, sounds like love.” Enothchild cringed when he heard that. “I’m teasing, you lovable big lug.” She stood up and threw her coat back on. “Last chance?”
Enothchild only stood up and made no indication either way, which was sufficient enough of an answer for the old Mistryl shadow guard. She only smiled and said, “Well if you need me, call me. If I find out anything more, I’ll call you.”
Vadiva let herself out, and once she let her eyes scan the docking bay and found it clear she quickly left, vanishing in the shadows of the low light area. Enothchild watched her from the foot of the ramp all the way, using his Force senses to make sure she was all right. When he didn’t feel her anymore he retreated and sealed the hatch. He went to the communication systems, switching back to focusing on his long shot hunch as he waited for his hailing frequency to Coruscant to be answered. The hunch wasn’t the only long shot; it was whether or not the person he was calling would take the call knowing it was him. 

The hail was finally answered by the receiver, and a half scale head shot holo of Hankoro Lockheart appeared in kind in front of him. The Twi’lek woman, a long time temperamental friend of Enothchild and Nadja, had worked her way up through the ranks of the very small, seldom used, and poorly funded Republic Intelligence Bureau to head it. Has it’s intelligence chief for the past twenty-four years, Hank -- Nadja preferred to call Hankoro that as a sign of affection and appreciation -- had made gold out of lead as the old saying went with the Bureau’s scat resources and personnel, stopping serious security threats against the Republic often. The Senate, with it’s paranoid politicians who didn’t believe they had control over R.I., often took funds from the department under the guise of needing the money somewhere else. The short changing continued today although Hankoro showed positive results, but in years past she accepted the challenge like she did when she was a field agent in deep cover as a slave for some crime lord; she did what she had to do to get the job done, even with the specter of her career coming to a end appearing at the end of every single fiscal year. Until the Senate ‘killed’ her, she was going to take the bad guys down in tribute to Nadja: hard and for good.
“Well this is a surprise,” said Hank with as much enthusiasm as a Rapier Technologies legal accountant getting a notice of audit from Republic’s Department of Revenue Collection. “Did Valorum ask you to give me the bad news that I was being fired? Seeing your ugly mug isn’t inspiring much confidence in my employment right now.”
Obviously he had caught her at the wrong time; usually she was much more…jovial. “Hello, Hank. Should I stop there and get right to the call or should I continue with the sugar?”
Hank’s response was as expected as she realized that her anxiety and misfortunes were making her attack someone she respected. She closed her eyes and let her hands rub over her covered head and single lekku to calm herself down the best she could; hard given the life she had lived and with one head-tail to reminder her of her sacrifice to the Republic after all these long years; during her last deep cover assignment for the Republic Hankoro’s other lekku was horrible mangled by Yabbula’s underling Gunstin Norde, which despite Nadja’s best efforts after rescuing her to save the appendage Nadja had no choice but to cut it off to prevent the infection from reaching Hankoro’s brain. At that time, even before she had recovered, Hankoro was let go from R.I. after twenty years of loyal service. Nadja did not let that stand and went on one of her infamous crusades, getting her back on the intelligence rolls as an analyst. The rest was history, but now the irony of that statement reeked in Hank’s attitude.
“I’m sorry,” she finally said after a long exhale. “If you haven’t heard the Senate is going to vote sometime tonight on the phase out of R.I. I was asked by several dozen senators to hand in my resignation peacefully to avoid the media crunch. I told them to shove it and be men: fire me.” Hank regarded Enothchild when he remained silent; he really didn’t know what to say: sorry didn’t seem right. “So it isn’t you that’s turning on my ticker.”
“I understand your situation,” assured Enothchild, trying not to sound patronizing in any way; too consoling. “I’ve been there and done it.”

Measuring him, Hankoro mused, “So is that why you left the Order?”

Enothchild weighed his answer carefully in light of the revelation. Obviously Hankoro would know of his leaving because she and fellow Twi’lek, legendary dancer and another of he and Nadja’s dear friends Alouha Bitter, would have told her during their weekly brunch get together. “I’m sure Lou told you why I left. Listen, I need to ask you a favor. It’s important and time is of the essence.”
Hankoro frowned a bit and pointed out, “For a man that isn’t in the Jedi Order you sure are acting stressed.” She rolled her eyes. “Then again, when haven’t I?” She eyed him. “Can I ask what this is about before I do this favor that may be treasonous?”
Considering on what to say first, Enothchild once again lied and held back. It made his stomach twist to do it, but oddly enough he was getting used to the feeling. What alarmed him was how good he was getting at lying; before people, including his friends and allies, saw through even the smallest white lies or unsaid thoughts. “The Rapiers have been getting annoying insistences from a stranger they apparently don’t know. Says he knows Lady Angelleia but no one has ever heard of him.”
“And of course the good lady lies dormant,” added Hankoro. Of course she was aware of Juna’s supposedly comatose state and that he was supposed to be on Naboo watching over her. Clearly she knew he wasn’t on Naboo, the transmission having been traced and retraced several times as soon as he sent the hail. It gave the appearance that he was on the trail. “Nice for them to have such a caring bodyguard. Especially one with Jedi training. Got a name?”

“A few actually; his name and a few associates of his. I’ve tried other methods of information gathering before coming to you, but I’ve exhausted those means.” Enothchild could see Hankoro train her eyes towards an unseen computer terminal, awaiting his list of names. “The man’s name in question is Tufuse, T-U-F-U-S-E. First name Rooney. He’s supposedly a smuggler by trade.”
Oddly, Hankoro stopped typing and her eyes drifted towards Enothchild. She said, “Did you say Rooney Tufuse?” Before Enothchild could answer, she killed the transmission. And with that it all but confirmed his suspicions.
Twenty minutes later he was being hailed, and Enothchild answered the hail. Hankoro appeared before him, but this time as a full body, six inch tall hologram, sporting a hooded heavy cloak. The clarity of the transmission was fuzzy and instead of a bluish light that was customary in holographic transmissions supposedly due to transmission light sources her projected image was slightly red; she was using an encrypted transceiver substation. Where the transmission was taking place was given away by the loud cheering in the background; a sport arena, it was shock ball season.
“Where in the hell did you get that name!” exclaimed Hankoro.

Enothchild just continued as if the conversation had never stopped. “What’s so special about Rooney Tufuse that you would go out of your way to encrypt this conversation?”

“That’s really none of your business.” Hankoro looked over her shoulder. “So what’s really going on, and don’t tell me that this guy is stalking Lady Angelleia.”
“I’ll tell if you tell,” suggested Enothchild. “What’s it going to hurt? You’re going to be out of a job soon.”

After a long pause of consideration, Hankoro nodded and said, “You first.” Avoiding the deep, dark details like he did with Deannta Desser and Vadiva and skipping past Belt Besirmesserresuron Enothchild told her almost everything. After another long pause of thinking, she said, “Well…talk about your entertainment in installments.”
“Your turn now, Hank,” said Enothchild rather impatiently. Again, as he told the story, the acids in his stomach seemed to burn him with the worry and guilt. He was tired of rehashing the hurt, and holding back, and lying; he was getting good at it, but that didn’t mean he was beginning to remotely like it.

Hankoro nodded and began. “Rooney Tufuse is, or supposedly was, one of exactly twenty-three men in the Republic with the same name. It’s a joint operational safe alias under a Senate-sanctioned vehicle named Operation Dig Dug. Dig Dug was turned on seven years ago. The purpose of Dig Dug was simple: find a small group of long term serving prisoners with fringe ties, offer them immunity and trained them, and in return while serving the Republic for the rest of their lives disrupt and destroy their assigned values.”
Enothchild nodded in understanding. “So my Rooney Tufuse is a mole.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. Which kind and what his actually assigned value is open.” Hankoro relaxed a little before continuing. “The general purpose of the operation was to hit the fringe, but also hit clandestine elements that have been entering the Senate for the past fifty years, and perhaps the Jedi Order as well.”

Not liking that Enothchild crossed his arms. “The Jedi Order?”

Shaking her head, Hankoro said, “I know: remember, this is the Senate: not the smartest bunch of rocks in the galaxy. A lot of this was brought about because of the Vhinech threat. Anyways it wasn’t just the fringe; they assigned these men to governmental posts within recognized powers. Of course it only worked in the realm of Human governments, where a lot of the problems in which the operation was created for were not found.”
“Taking a chance with condemned prisoners sure doesn’t sound wise at all,” said Enothchild.

Hankoro smirked and said, “Thank you for reminding me.”

“You? This was your idea?”

Shrugging, she pointed out, “Most of these men were once active military. I thought I could trust them. For the most part they did their jobs. Some did leave their assigned posts, running. The others?” She sighed loudly. “The others were betrayed by the very senators that wanted them in the positions in the first place. They weren’t killed, but they were used as political pawns placed in the all the right places and circumstances. When the betrayal happened, of course the operatives tried to expose what was perceived as a loony story by those who arrested them.”
“What of the others who left?”

“Four left. Three of them are dead. One was killed by the Hutts. Number two committed suicide. Another lost in a gun fight with Dagger Serpentine only a few weeks ago. Number four: don’t know on this end.”
Enothchild held up a hand and said, “You said the third one lost to Serpentine? I would have heard if his name was Rooney Tufuse.”

“Tufuse is a safe alias, used strictly for identifying agents in the field trying to contact us. If there is a man running around with that name as an identifier, they’re doing it to cover his butt.”
Hankoro frowned heavily and added, “You see, for the last few years not everything is reaching my desk. I used to blame the lack of personnel in my building. After some digging of my own I’m finding a lot of people with ties to the Trade Federation, the Bankers Guild, excreta.” She shook her head in complete disgust. “I haven’t really been running anything around here. A small minority of operations, but that’s all.”
She waived it away. “Anyways, by using the Tufuse name the bureaucrats are going to make sure it’s an irrelevant name that don’t reach me or anyone else associated with Operation Dig Dug. The supreme chancellor doesn’t know about it.”
Sighing a bit, Enothchild asked, “Did the operation include supplying bases?”

Hankoro nodded. “Yes, and that took a large measure of paper shredding let me tell you. We established twelve hidden bases with supplied throughout the galaxy, close to the trade spines. And no, I don’t know where they are: another department within R.I. has control over that. I could get it, but that means opening up another can of worms.”

“Don’t,” Enothchild stressed. “The bases are unimportant. But what about the real name of the last Tufuse?”
He expected her to have the name, and Hankoro didn’t disappoint when she produced a small data cylinder. She put it in the transceiver’s uplink system and sent the file to Enothchild’s location. He opened the file and read it quickly on the computer screen, and suddenly the word sabacc flashed in his head. He asked, “I think I know how to find him. Can you access the Republic Information Data Base?”

“With that name it would be a long shot in finding him,” she pointed out. “He wouldn’t be that stupid to go back to using his real name.”
Enothchild smiled just a little and said, “Humor me. And only because it won’t be his name you will be looking up.”

And he knew that. He knew it was just that simple. And he knew he was only one step away from finding Juna.

