CHAPTER 24.0
Ingeles VI, a world just inside Hutt Space, was supposed to be a three day trip from Corellia. Unfortunately it was a four day trip by the time the Ruby Heirloom flew over the made up tarmac filled with rust buckets of all strips, looking for the Millennium Falcon before finally settling down with no success. The sensors picked up no sign of the Corellian freighter. Enothchild didn’t have any help with the Force in sensing Juna. Then again they were chased away from getting close to the airspaces over the dozens upon dozens of arenas that housed Tahcee Cental’s hosted sporting events.

During the trip to the world Dizzy lead the way while with whatever information Enothchild had on Tahcee Cental he threw in to give Muriel a complete autobiography on their potential adversary. Tahcee Cental, a Naszume, was born a slave in the court of Dango the Hutt and had spent the first three decades of her long life in that position until her master died. Instead of being put into the respected Hutt family clan’s community property for reassignment or removed and sold at auction, or even executed just to get rid of her the other clan lords had removed her and gave her full emancipation and gave her the power she was enjoying today. This was never challenged by Dango’s relatives, but to those outside of Hutt politics it had all the appearances of an assassination and cover up by payoff. 
The idea was fueled by a rumor that when Dango was found dead they had found one large slave sandal lodged deep down in his trachea, a rather strange place to find such a thing; and it was a noted fact that as a Naszume Tahcee Cental had large, delicate feet that required such footwear. But it was only a rumor since Hutts never performed autopsies on their dead based on known and established religion guidelines. Still on its face it was odd enough even with the known fact that not only was Tahcee Cental the last being to see Dango alive, but she was found by his side without her much needed sandals. Since that day, with the freedom and blessing the Hutts bestowed upon her, Cental built a arms operation that was impressive and funded her appetite for gambling and competitive sports of her own creation; some of them rather twisted.
The Nubian ship was a diamond amongst the roughs, but thanks to Dizzy’s abuse of the hyperdrive to get to Corellia the engines were badly damaged and now a little rough as well; a once silent ship to those on board, now it had it’s sounded like a out of tune musical bass instrument. And the engines didn’t wind down, they crunched down to a screech halt.
Emerging from the ship and noting once again a black cloud trail leading right up to the ship, Enothchild said, “That don’t look healthy.”

As Dizzy and Muriel noted the black smoke as well a ginger-haired Wookiee walked by and let out a series of barks and growls, followed by a series of snorts that could be characterized as laughing. Dizzy chimed, “Yeah, yeah I get the joke. If I were you, though, I wouldn’t put a lit burning match so close to your hairy butt!”

“We can’t make another jump with the engines like that.” Muriel had no choice but to point out the obvious to her husband; an obvious that was unfortunately critical of the both of them for being so impatient, rushing to Corellia only to find that Juna was gone. The gamble didn’t pay off, and with no sign of Juna or the Falcon yet the odds were it was going to cost them more if Juna wasn’t here. “Tell me it’s a small problem.”

“It’s the plasma vent ports,” Dizzy conceded with a grim expression and a sniff of the air near the engineering section. “It’s small because we’ve got the parts on board.”
“How long to repair the problem?” asked Enothchild.

The Sullustan sunk his shoulders, alternating between the left and right. “Well…that depends. I mean there’s probably fifty ports in each mount. And probably problems with the connecting vent shafts from the reactor.” He stalled, looking between the two as they waited for more bad news. “And if the plasma is backwashing into the hyperdrive motivator…”

“Then we’re talking some very serious repair time all and all.” Enothchild sighed, weighed the scene around them, taking note at the various open and roof topped arenas in his line of sight; there was more of them beyond the structures he could see on the ground when they were up in the sky. “Maybe you should stay here and get working on the problem.”
Shaking his head adamantly, Dizzy said, “No. Way. If I do you two are staying here.” He held up a three fingered hand to stress his point more. “I know Tahcee Cental personally; not just by name. She’s smart; like her kind she’s going to have idiots working for her that can shoot straight AND are immune to Jedi mind tricks.”
“And on that note, how well do you know her personally?” asked Enothchild, crossing his arms and interested in knowing the answer. Dizzy knew a lot of people, but the knowing part was sketchy and varied from one being to the next so far on this trip. Sometimes he gushed about beings that hated his guts and wanted nothing to with him. Others he didn’t quite like thought his was their best friend. All and all inconsistent, but the Vhinphyc had a feeling that Cental and Dizzy didn’t go back.
“We’re on a first name basis,” said Dizzy somewhat proudly.

“As in ‘Hi Dizzy it’s been a while’ first name basis,” began Muriel skeptically, who knew better than anyone about her husband’s bravado. “Or ‘You little bastard’ first name basis?”

“Ah, Honey, give me some credit and faith here.” Dizzy gave Enothchild a friendly backhand to his chest. “Hey, remember what Naressa told us: stay together. Sound advice to me.”

“Yeah, and she’s where exactly,” mumbled Muriel, walking behind him to cut the angle off of an approaching, spinney-legged droid with a flashing red light on it’s headless, ball-like body; a Trade Federation model constable droid. “Yes?”
“Parking fee collection,” said the droid. “You may haggle, or pay ten thousand credits now for the right to remain on the planet.”

“Ten thou-. Now wait a parsec oil can!” Dizzy got in the droid’s photoreceptor. “Ten thousand just to land here? Where was the warning?”
“You have received it. You may haggle, or pay ten thousand credits.”

“Just pay the damn thing, Dizzy,” exhaled Muriel. “We got loads of any currency. Remember who gave it to us to use?”

It made sense to, but Dizzy shook his head and said, “Oh no! It’s the principal of it all, Sticky Buns.”

Sensing they were about to traverse in an endless cycle, Enothchild formulated an idea and suggested, “Well while you haggle, Dizzy, why don’t Muriel and I look around for a while. Ask around. You can fix the ship.”

Dizzy went to say no to it. However the droid stepped in front of him skillfully and demanded that he haggle. Finally the Sullustan said, “Fineeeeeeeee. I’ll catch up with you guys later. BUT!” His shout stopped the two momentarily. “Be careful. Especially here. Don’t agree to do anything with anyone here! I mean it!”
Enothchild was rather surprised to see Dizzy really become assertive; the Sullustan really never revealed much of a leadership quality before. Usually he had been a listener and a conscious on a shoulder and an advice giver, but never one to bark a commandment. It was there in his tones: he didn’t want them to do something stupid even if they didn’t mean it.
“We won’t, promise.” With that, Enothchild and Muriel walked side by side down the rows of ships.

After a long walk through the tarmac on the humid day, the two reached the nearest arena; a long walled stadium that stretched for what appeared to be miles on the side before them. The lines of aliens that were dying to get into the massive complex was just as long as the dark, metallic wall. Eyeing the lines and not joining, the two continued to observe.

Muriel suddenly felt uncomfortably out of place when she noted no estrogen representation of any kind, anywhere; not in the lines so far. Some of the males eyed her suspiciously, then noted Enothchild and turned their heads the other way. Letting her training dictate her posture, her right hand was on her blaster hilt. She mused in Dizzy speak, a way to calm her tensing nerves, “Why does it look like having breasts and no penis here is a bad thing?”
A loud explosion caught their attention and both turned to the source: cheap, ancient pyrotechnics going off over a large, computer-generated marquee on a large screen. Flashing brilliantly on the screen in an attempt -- and succeeding based on the roar of the fans -- to excite the line was the word BABERUNNERS! It was followed with another crowd pleasure: betting odds. On the other side of the line small, hovering droids emerged from openings in the walls and proceeded to gather bets from the patrons. Once the patrons made their bet, they were shown quickly by another set of small, flying droids to small entrances that let the betters bypass the ticket master.
Enothchild just sighed at the sight of it, looked down at the shorter female, and said, “Well, we’re in Hutt Space. And it wouldn’t be a Hutt world if women weren’t exploited.” He was going to suggest she stay close to him, but noting her tensing body he was more than confident that Muriel was ready to take care of herself if needed. To be honest there was a little bit of him that wished she stayed back at the ship; she was so emotionally pushed to the limit the warrior within her wanted an excuse, any excuse, to show off her skills.
Troubled, Enothchild thought quickly for a solution to this whole problem before the problem became more problematic. Muriel was upset, and the usually solutions to alleviate her anger was not going to work on such a strong willed, edge-determined young woman. For the first time in a very long time he actually worried about someone in regards to the Force in his presence; there was a growing shadow within Muriel, a familiar enemy he hadn’t have to put up with since throwing Magus Prophet to his doom.

From his pocket inside his robe folds he pulled out five shiny gold coins from the small pile of coins he grabbed out of the cash box back on the Ruby Heirloom marked with Bothan-inspired seals; he didn’t know their exact worth. However the betting droids noticed what he holding before he whistled for their attention. They were very interested because four betting droids about collided with one another trying to reach him; one of them four nearly took three to four being’s heads off when it made its’ accelerated beeline for him and Muriel. Comically two of the droids actually shoved back and forth.
“Greetings, Race Fan,” said the closest droid. “It appears you will be placing a high stakes bet on the coming championship race.”

“I am interested,” said Enothchild with a nod. “But I can’t surely make such a high denomination wager with the likes of mere machines.”

The droid did not hesitate. “Understandable. Your wager qualifies you and your woman friend to be the guest of Baroness Tahcee Cental, who is currently inspecting the racers to set the odds. Special access includes you and your woman friend to inspect the racers so you may make a fair bet. Standard fee: one of your coins.”
“Just one?” Enothchild questioned suspiciously. Seeing that Muriel didn’t have any apprehension whatsoever he gave the coin to the droid. “Then we accept.”

“Splendid. Follow me please.” The lead droid turned and escorted Enothchild and Muriel through the line of beings while the other droids left acting all down; like salesmen that just lost a client. They entered through the special access and walked down a secluded, quiet corridor that was filled with only a handful of beings; beings that made bets. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 24.1

After a while the corridor thinned down to just Enothchild and Muriel in terms of customers; every hundred feet or so was alien guards, and true to Dizzy’s concerns the Jedi Master knew they were not susceptible to Jedi mind tricks. The corridor went downward suddenly, and the air was smelling more and more like ozone after an electrical storm. There was high pitch whining coming from somewhere ahead; the telltale sound of high performance repulsorlift generators. There was the occasional sounds of manufactured thunder, usually drawn out, sometimes repeated as if a engine was being revved up. It took another two minutes of walking to reach the garage and the source of the noise.
The garage was filled with a lot of going ons as everyone in it struggled and fought to get their sleek, body-like, low to the ground, curvy racing machines; bicycle-like, the machines looked nearly incapable of carrying a rider with its tiny frame barely holding the repulsorlift generator in it’s undercarriage and the white hot magneto fly disks on its front and back. Such a make up was a twisted engineer’s dream; the generator would negate the weight of the vehicle while the magnetos did the work of propulsion with little gravitational affect. Such machines would be dangerously fast, but the magnetos, in order to work at such a high rate of speed functionally, would need an opposing or stronger magnetic force to hold it. That negated some of the speed, but it gave the bikes unbelievably grip.
Another question of Enothchild’s and Muriel’s was answer when a weirdly dressed, unidentified female being -- because of the unusual helmet that practically was larger than the head and torso of the wearer combined -- mounted the racing machine. Technicians were quick to lock the female into the frame of the bike with special locking clasps that were powered by the power planet of the machine. In seconds, the racer tried and failed to remove herself from the laid down on stomach, head forced permanently back position. The technicians together grabbed her tightened down body and nodded happily when they failed to budge her a inch. Fingers barely moving in her gloves, the female hit a button and the machine came to life with anger, nearly jumping out of its parked position but regained control. Her thumbs moved and the bike pulled out very slowly and no matter how hard she revved it the bike would only shutter. It changed when she reached a metallic plate that lead out presumable to the track. Suddenly the bike just zoomed out like a Nubian Star Fighter and vanished from Enothchild’s and Muriel’s sight. Outside, a loud roar echoed back.
The droid was escorting them now towards the end of the metal exit strip, where stood with several guards Tahcee Cental, who was busy looking at a big data pad and was furiously typing. Before reaching her, Enothchild took a careful look around as he usually did when entering a dangerous situation. Assertions noted, he said to Muriel mutely, “Now we know why no man brings a date here. All the riders are women.”

Muriel nodded in agreement. “Light weight. Makes the rides faster.” She nodded towards her left, and in three straight garage spots were Twi’lek riders. “Slaves.”

“Indeed,” said Enothchild grimly. He doubted very much that any of the women competitors were free beings. Many bled off feelings of exhilaration because of their sudden importance; most were scared out of their minds. “Remember, though, our situation is precarious.”

“I’ll remember that.”

The droid reached his mistress first and waited until she looked up it. While it spoke her large, bulbous pink eyes gauged the two new high rollers. “Baroness, may I present to you our highest rollers of the day.”

Cental regarded the both of them, but her eyes lingered on Enothchild for a while. “Well, well, well. Thank you for bringing us your money. Have you made a wager yet?”

“Not yet,” said Enothchild. He pulled out the coins again, and then noted Cental’s interest in them. He went ahead and give them to her. “Of course I wouldn’t want you to think I was fooling you.”

Juggling the coins, Cental perked her head up. “Bothan Baron-rated coins. What is a Jedi Master like Enothchild Sarch doing with Bothan Baron-rated coins?”

There was a new tension in the air. Enothchild expected this; again, he was the only know Vhinphyc left alive and if Dizzy was right Cental did her homework when it came to Hutt enemies. Muriel, on the other hand… had a different take on the situation. “Baron coins.” Enothchild turned to her, a little confused. “You grabbed…we’ve been dragging around….Bothan Baron-Class coins?”

“I grabbed the first box on the ship that hadn’t been used,” said Enothchild, totally unaware of their value. He turned back to Cental. “I assure you those ten coins are real.”

Cental turned to the others, and her compatriots began to laugh without a trace of malice that Enothchild could detect by a layman’s ear. She turned to him green faced flushed. “Oh, they’re real. The droids are programmed to spot such currencies or high denominations. In this case I’m surprised my droids didn’t short circuit.” She raised the hand of which the coins were being held in. “This, my Vhinphyc friend, is a five million credit bet in Hutt currency.”

Hiding his shock well, Enothchild said with a small smile, “Well…shows what I know.”

“And I as well.” Cental gave Enothchild back the coins without hesitation. She eyed the next rider quickly, watched her take off onto the track. She read a read out, punched in some odds, and then continued to speak. “I would have thought that the likes of a Jedi such as yourself wouldn’t even have a mentionable fraction of such wealth. A brand new method of criminal organization take down? Buying me off?”
“Honestly we just wanted to see you,” said Enothchild in equal jest.
“Well you have my attention.” Cental then disproved the theory temporarily by watching another racer take off. She made a face and said to her handlers, “Double clutched. Long shot odds on that one.” She turned her attention back to Enothchild and Muriel, giving them equal time with her shifting eyes. “Even more so now, given the usual Jedi methods of attention getting involve igniting a lightsaber.”
Enothchild regarded her and surmised quickly she wasn’t scared of him at all. Being that he was in Hutt Space may have something to do with it. She was assuming that he wasn’t here for her, and she assumed right. Beyond that she was assuming too much. He decided to go with openness. “You know who I am; I know who and what you are. I’ll cut to it: I’m not here for you, nor do I care what you are doing here. I’m not instigating anything against you or the Hutts. All I wish is for simple information.”

Cental cocked her eyebrow at him. She handed off her data pad and folded her arms together. “Why not go to a information broker with those baron coins of yours?”

“Because I don’t have that time,” said Enothchild. Muriel remained silent when he stole a glance towards her; she was still surveying everything. “Besides, they’re bound to say anything. Given the subject of the information, I might as well go see the most reliable of sources for my answers.”
“That’s flattering,” mused Cental with a beating of her large eyelids. “You. Actually want me to be honest with you while telling you things? That’s charming. But what is it, and how do you know I will tell you the truth?”

“Mousk Amel.”
The single answer to the two part question had the proper and expected affect. Cental’s cheeks flushed and her voice strained with displeasure. “That’s a name not many people around me want to express right now. So what happened?”

“CorSec were the real buyers of that two phased arms deal you plotted. Amel sniffed it out and killed one of them.” Enothchild clasped his hands together in front of him. “You can assume what happened to him. However I know for a fact that shipment survived the sting operation.” Her reaction wasn’t one of sudden surprise. “Again, I don’t care about that. What I do need to know is if Rooney Tufuse got a hold of you, or any one of his smugglers contact you? If so how, when and where.”
“If Tufuse was a smart guy he would have contacted me.” Cental’s contemptuous statement made it clear that the smuggler lord did not. “It’s a considerable amount of merchandise that he and his people have in their possession, and not all of it is mine. I got the Trade Federation to play ball in this; they like me. I more or less put the whole thing together, but it was not my money, and it wasn’t my weapons.”

Enothchild considered it, and then said, “So how much is it Yabbula’s?”

Cental looked at him with some disdain and remarked, “Way too much.” She pointed a finger at Enothchild sternly and glared at him angrily. “And if Yabbula don’t kill me for this failure I will see to it personally that Tufuse and every single smecking one of his vultures are used to feed my carnivore attractions.”

“So you didn’t have a fall back plan?” Muriel’s question was sudden and filled with a lot of angst and condescension. “A rally point for the smugglers to contact you if the fodder hit the cooling unit? What kind of ingenious muck up operation was this?!?”

“I’m sorry, just who the hell are you!” barked Cental, glaring down at Muriel.

“Someone that absolutely hates people who act like they’re the sharpest knife in the drawer because they’re somewhere,” throttled Muriel back. “When in fact they’re the dullest toothpick on the kitchen table!”

“Excuse us for just a moment,” said Enothchild with a small, pained smile on his face, grabbing Muriel by the arm and dragging her away from the alien that looked ready to explode with anger. He pulled her far away and demanded, “What the hell is that.”

“This is sand hill crane crap!” Muriel set her feet and stopped them both. She pointed vehemently towards the criminal baroness and her group, who were now in their own heated conversation with one of the riders. “She doesn’t know where Juna is! We’re wasting our time here!”
“Did it ever occur to you that tact is going to win here?” asked Enothchild seriously. “Juna could be in trouble with this woman as it is. I want to prevent this whole thing from blowing up into a much bigger problem, and here you are getting us started down that road!”

Muriel opened her mouth, then shut it; this was the first real time the two of them had a real disagreement since the night he told her that Naressa had been pregnant with his child. The thought of that crossed her mind obviously. Unreasonably she stormed back. “You got us down this road! We’re here, aren’t we? Here, where Juna isn’t!”
Enothchild put his hands on his hips, bent at the waist a little, and pointed out, “And what would you have had me do if not this, Muriel? Wait for the Mistryl to report that Cental wiped Tufuse’s gang out? Or Juna had killed more of Yabbula’s men? Just what exactly were we supposed to do back on Corellia? You tell me where we were suppose to go.”

The distinct sound of a blaster being fired cut through the roar of the racing bikes, bringing everyone’s attention around towards where Tahcee Cental was last scene. Another few shots, and an alien neither Enothchild or Muriel had seen before feel flat on his back with smoke coming from his withering chest. Cental was screaming, but she wasn’t hit. She stomped heavily towards a racing stall, past a bodyguard with a smoking blaster rifle, gesturing madly at the sight of small Aqualish female slumped over her racer. The alien that had been gunned down had obviously thrown a shot towards him, and upon returning the fire had struck the racer, obviously a favorite of Cental’s.

She slapped the bodyguard hard across the face and yelled, “YOU SON OF A BITCH! LOOK WHAT YOU HAVE DONE TO MY FIXED RACE! I WAS GROOMING HER FOR A CHAMPIONSHIP RUN! I HAD THE ODDS SET! A FAN FAVORITE! UGH!”
Cental turned away from him, made a thumbing gesture towards the bodyguard, and another bodyguard quickly shot the errant comrade dead with a chest shot. For the moment, Enothchild and Muriel stop hating each other and pretended to be fixtures in the surrounding scene; he a retaining wall, she a post, neither moving or making a sound. Cental was furious and there was no telling what she was going to do next. The moment happened: Tahcee Cental spotted them, did a double take, and looked ready to kill….
But then she deflated, strolled over casually, and was back to being the female with no worries of any kind. Cental gestured towards Muriel as if they were friends and said, “Excuse me for being so forward, but by any chance do you have any racing experience?”
Muriel looked at Cental as if the Naszume was eating bantha chips and claimed it was ‘spicy, but delicately good’, and bore a smile that suggested that the Nubian-Alderaanian red head try some. The red head pointed her right index finger to her forehead and asked, “Do I have ‘stupid’ or ‘Cental’s bitch’ written on my forehead?”
“Oh my,” said Cental in ogling tones; her eyes transfixed on Muriel’s raised arm, and in particular her flexed, tensed up bicep. She went to touch the arm, but the Guardian grabbed the probing fingers in a snatched up grip. The bodyguards tensed and Enothchild thought Muriel was making another mistake.
Cental winced as Muriel held her in place, but waved her other hand towards her guards and mused, “You’re a strong one. Perfect for baberunner gladiator racing. What do you say?”

Snorting, Muriel said, “No.” She let go of the baroness’ hand, looked to Enothchild, and said, “Let’s go. Maybe Dizzy hasn’t won at haggling yet and we can leave here without paying.”

Enothchild gave Cental a hesitant bow and realized then and there that it was over. Suddenly with his back turned Cental said, “Oh well, I guess you will never know about those weapons being held up by…oh what’s her name…..Juna!” 
That stopped both Enothchild and Muriel immediately. Noting their interest, Cental gestured towards the alien she had her bodyguards killed; the body hadn’t been moved yet. “This fool came from the now disbanded Rooney Tufuse gang; the old man called it quits, I guess, or he was killed. Apparently the newest fastest gun in the galaxy wants to give me back my weapons at no charge. This fool gave me a place where we can all meet, but he wouldn’t give me the location of where his pals were unless I paid him a fee. You see, he didn’t want to double cross me or Yabbula. But I got a huge problem: if I don’t get ‘satisfaction’ from this group, then Yabbula is going to get satisfaction out of me.”

Enothchild stepped forward and said, “I know this Juna: she will give you back the weapons, keep her word.”

“Cute,” said Cental with a smug smile. “But you know Yabbula: he’s a principals kind of bloat. I got to follow his lead.”
Enothchild reached in his pocked and pulled out the Bothan Baron coins. “You can have these and the box of them we have back on our ship. In return, give us the location of the pick up point. With the money-.”
Cental was all ready shaking her head. “If these were my weapons I would gladly accept. But again they are not: they’re Yabbula’s, and he will want principal not money. Last I heard Tufuse’s gang was in deep bantha dung with him anyways when they didn’t join him. Now, with a failed arms sale of his weapons: too many penalties against that group. Punishment will be dealt out, as soon as I tell Yabbula.”

With that pronouncement Cental looked knowingly and longingly at Muriel. It wasn’t long before Muriel got it. “You haven’t told Yabbula about the failure.”

Enothchild went further. “Yabbula don’t know about his weapons being sold. Or trying to be sold.”

Cental gestured in a way that suggested subconscious guilt. She said in covering, “That’s one way to look at it. Your opinion. You could be wrong.”

They weren’t wrong. Cental had tried to sell weapons that belonged to Yabbula without his approval, creating an elaborate operation to sell them, with enemies of the Hutt used to transport them to ward off suspicion. With the whole thing crashing because she had inadvertently been tricked into selling the weapons to CorSec undercover agents, her Force-send blessing was the fact that Juna still had the weapons and wanted to give them back. With the weapons, Cental could put them back before Yabbula found out about it.
But Cental’s unspoken wish after she had spoke was clear; Enothchild had tipped his hand and had revealed that they needed to know where Juna was, or was going to be. She held the knowledge of the exchange point, where surely Juna would be waiting. She was also a being who’s mind Enothchild could not read, surrounded by a lot of friends. Cental was making a silent offer: if Muriel raced for her, then she would give them the location of the exchange point.

“But opinions mean nothing. Results do.” Cental gestured towards her racer. “I need someone to pose as my up and coming champion. Now you don’t need to win: just race from start to finish. It will sure up the betting, and those betting heavy on you will lose if you lose either way I win. In return you get what you want.”

She smiled at Muriel warmly and stuck out a hand. “Deal?”
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Fifteen long minutes later Enothchild spotted Muriel emerging from the so called locker room wearing the yellow and black racing gear, red hair done up tight to match the determination etched permanently on her face, and immediately walked up to her to calmly ask her to change her mind. Not only was she entering an unknown situation and a dangerous unknown situation she was doing it out of spite.
“Muriel, for all we know Cental don’t have anything,” he implored, trying to crack passed the wall of certainty she built up mentally; it was so strong and so thick Enothchild couldn’t use the Force to alter her perceptions or make her less incline to ignore him. “Dizzy warned us not to trust this woman. He knows her.”

Muriel’s purple eyes were locked on the baberunner racer that matched her colors; someone had removed the late racer’s body off it finally. But she heard him. “And we know Juna is where now?”
That statement, that kind of subject mattered question, was an effective retorting blow against Enothchild, frustrating him. Like it or not all women had perfected the art of turnabout logic even if it didn’t make rational sense on its face, and Muriel Thahada Arnes was a taskmistress at it. He implored, “Look, maybe she knows we’re looking for Juna; it’s gotta be all over the fringe by now. She’s exploiting us.”
“You’re right, she is,” said Muriel. But she didn’t change direction. She straddled the thin framed bike, frowning at out precarious it was to just sit on it; there wasn’t much to it, it was practically a engine. “My gut says though that this is it. We’ve got to take a risk here.” She looked at him and said remorsefully, “I think you know it.”
Enothchild did know it. Muriel and Dizzy were at the end of their rope. The failures of not catching up to Juna and their failures at adoption were a psychologically draining, dispiriting two front war. He had to wonder if Juna was actually executing a plan to discourage pursuit based on the way they came so close to reaching her, and then have her vanish in front of their very eyes. It was pure emotional attrition that threatened to test the Arnes’ love for their friend, and Muriel did not want to reach that breaking point.
Grim, Enothchild said, “Okay. I won’t stop you. But listen to me: you don’t have to win the race, but if you see the opening take it. Something is afoot here.”

Muriel grinned as the technicians walked up to her. “My mother didn’t raise no fool.”

Enothchild stepped back when the technicians demanded room. It only took them thirty seconds to transform Muriel into a fixture of the racing bike. He could sense how painful the restraining process was from her, but she was used to such irritating pains from having to wear the locking confines of Saberhide body armor. But with the Guardian armor she had freedom of movement; here, the only movement was how she piloted the bike with her fingers; the finality of that reality set in when they forced her long fanned helmet covered back, locking the fan end to her body, keeping her head looking up from her laid down on stomach position. Any freedom of movement was fractions of an inch.
A Toydarian with a tattered sweatshirt fluttered in on his unimpressive wings and spoke in his comlink headset. “Can you hear me? Flash your right thumb.” Muriel stuck her right thumb out. “Wiggle it.” She did. “Good. Now you’ve been through the simulator in the back room. The conditions will be similar on the track. Remember: there are no cautions. No stoppages. No pits. You are allowed to get rid of your competition by bumping or ramming, but they can bump and ram you too. If your body gets numb, inject yourself with adrenaline by squeezing both of your little digits at the same exact time. Don’t forget your heads up display above your eyes within the visor; it will show you anyone directly behind you, but not on your natural blind sides. Ready? Squeeze your whole body to activate the power planet and accelerate.” 

The Toydarian -- whether sensing a great opportunity or being overzealous in his support -- gave Muriel’s elevated and vulnerable butt a loud smack. “Good luck.”
Muriel fumed a bit but there was nothing she could do until after the race if the Toydarian was lucky. Enothchild sensed her thoughts towards him: Don’t worry. He walked with her to the metallic exit plate, and when both magnets touched she was gone in a blink of an eye, and the engines were the only sound that could match the roar of the crowd. A thunderous voice burst out in several language, and then in clear Basic came the announcement: “ENTERING THE TRACK, WEARING THE YELLOW AND BLACK, REPRESENTING TEAM CENTAL, THE NUMBER FORTY-TWO QUALIFIER: QUUALWALA!!!!!”
On the very steep, metallic track Muriel regained her composure; the sudden acceleration caused the Political Guardian to tighten up her body in fear, and that only made the machine go faster. Releasing pressure, the racer she had too much control over that had responded with her franticness slowed to a much more manageable speed of a hundred kilometers an hour. In her ears she heard a rough voice. “This is track command, racer Quualwala. Read your gauges: you are going too slow and are in the wrong starting spot. Increase speed and assume your starting position immediately!”
Muriel tighten up and raced around the very long, very wide track as quick as she could manage, reminding herself that when the race started that the agreement called for her just to race and finish; luckily for the track command she didn’t have a transmitter in her helmet so she could scream back at them. Adding to the long list of difficulties for the beginner in her first race was the holographic heads up display taking up nearly all of her line-of-sight in the dark visor with bright, big graphics. It told her speed and position by location and where she was position wise with the other racers. It reminded her that her repulse power supply was good for fifty laps so long as she didn’t expend so much energy bumping and grinding with the other racers. Judging by the simulator she ran there was a lot of hard hitting between the racers: they didn’t call it a gladiator race for nothing.
“All racers this is track command: one more lap around the track. Initiating radio silence until communication is warranted. Good luck and stay alive!”

“Such touching words,” mused Muriel to no one. She had a plan thought out as they entered the first turn of the five mile rectangular oval and her insides began to quiver in cadence with the rest of the shaking machine. All she had to do was run from start to finish, so she was going to stay on the high side of the track after a few competitive laps and take the race at a slower clip to make herself not enticing to hit. The latter was easy to deduce because the status of the other racers were also maintained in her visor and where they were on the track, ergo they knew her position as well and if she was a couple of laps down what would be the point for them to hit her.
The crowd of machines in front of her began to accelerate once they hit turn four. Clutching her machine tightly, Muriel gritted her teeth, darted her eyes life and right to watch her row of ten racers glide through the turn for any attempt to clip her, and then bared down in concentrate as the heads up display flashed the word GO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Meanwhile, Enothchild was told by one of Cental’s droids that it was to escort him to a freed up private suite located right up to the track. The floating droid lead him away from the stalls and essentially they were backtracking the way he and Muriel had come; Cental had long since retreated to her private suite. Walking amongst those unlucky to snag such a deal if such luck existed, Enothchild felt compelled to contact Dizzy via comlink. He stopped and removed his comlink by a large, scenic opening where the fans were still piling in; one ear was on the race announcer’s call of the race; Muriel was smartly still in forty-second place, staying out of the crowd pleasing shrieks and hoots areas of the track.
The droid stopped too, and suddenly it became insistent. “Pardon me, sir, but your private suite awaits. We must get there or you’ll miss the race.”

“I have to make contact with a mutual friend of mine,” said Enothchild politely. “This won’t take long.”

The droid redoubled its insistence. “But sir, you’re missing the race.”

Enothchild eyed the droid suspiciously and reminded it, “It’s a long race. The suites reserved. It can wait. Now excuse me.” He turned towards the window and stared out it; it happened to be facing the direction of where the Ruby Heirloom had landed. “Dizzy, come in.”

There was a long pause of silence that worried him, but then Dizzy’s voice cut in and at first sounded distant. “Four? Four thousand? Give me a break. Hold on!” Dizzy then was heard clearly. “Yeah Sarch, I’m still getting the run around with this fricking droid.”

“Well listen,” he began with a bit of apprehension. “We may have a line on Juna. We’ve talked to Cental.”

There was a long pause again from Dizzy: in the background the haggling droid was still trying to get his attention. “No, you didn’t talk to Cental.”

“We did.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes, we did.”

“NO! You didn’t because I told you guys not to agree to do anything with anyone here. If you talked to Cental, then you agreed to talk to Cental. Hello? It isn’t plastic science!”

Enothchild put his hand up to stop his droid problem, which the escort droid floated away in fear of his very large hand. “Look, Dizzy, we needed to get somewhere with this. Now don’t be mad at Muriel, but she agreed to race for Cental to get-.”
“WHAT!?!?!?!”

The next sound Enothchild heard was a blaster being fired on Dizzy’s end. “Dizzy! Dizzy!!”

The next sound he heard was heavy, labored breathing. In between, Dizzy said, “Sarch!!! Save Muriel!!!! Hurry!!!! Stop it now!” There was more heavy breathing. “NOW!”

Enothchild turned towards his floating escort and opened his Jedi robe. There was a slow growing disturbance in the Force. It was no wonder now why he was growing irritable with the droid to begin with. “You will take me to Baroness Cental.”

“My orders are to take you to your private suite, sir,” insisted the droid for the last time. Enothchild didn’t buy it, and with the ignition of his weapon he destroyed the droid in one upward swipe. He looked around quickly as the beings that saw his lightsaber suddenly shifted direction and began to run out of the stadium in a panic. For the first time he noted that the guards were no longer around; their lack of presence in the Force were masking whatever movements they were planning to use against him. Enothchild imagined a large group of guards waiting for him at his so called private suite. Thinking of Muriel, the Vhinphyc began to run down the corridors looking for any sign of Cental or her guards.

Reaching stairs for the next level, Enothchild was quick to block a few laser shots from two rather surprised guards, causing more beings to scatter around them. Expertly he deflected the shots downward in order to prevent a deflection hitting the innocent, or at least those who weren’t trying to kill him. He moved in swiftly and slashed down both aggressors; he saw no reason to let them live when they wanted him, Dizzy and Muriel dead. He made to run up the stairs but slowed when his left leg protested angrily. The slowing down also made sense in the effect that it would allow Dizzy to catch up with him; another reason to necessarily eliminate their foes. At some point he had to try and warn Muriel through the Force. For now he had to clear out the obstacles in his way.

On the track and after five quick laps Muriel found herself getting an handle on her ride and thus avoided several ‘bike brawls’ quite a few of her competitors tried to get her to undertake in. Apparently they weren’t happy with her slow ride, as if she was insulting them for being less than enthusiastic with the throttle. It was also gamesmanship as they attempted to use her to block or knock away other riders coming up to pass her. She took a high line most of the race, often drifting between that and the inside line due to centripetal force pulling her down while turning into the short, tight turns. In the turns the track practically became a wall; nearly perpendicular to the supporting surface in the middle of the track. The track was transparent in the turns so the racing fans could watch them literally pass directly in front of them with the grandstands nearly dipping below the support surface.
Crossing the start/finish line to begin lap ten the bikes suddenly lurched forward with more speed. Muriel nearly lost control when the acceleration increased without her consent. Although she held the same body pressure on the bike her low end speed had increased by a hundred kilometers an hour.
In front of her some hundreds of yards another racer wasn’t ready for the increase of speed either. She lost control, swung downward, and struck three riders. All four bikes blew apart under the extreme speeds and conditions, and with no other forms of protection the riders themselves still forcible attached to the shredded apart frames and parts struck the hard surfaces violently with deadly results. A bouncing body with parts of the frame still attached narrowly missed Muriel and hit two riders behind her, causing another catastrophic wreck.
“Holey shit!” Muriel exclaimed to herself loudly to force herself to maintain focus. She lessened the pressure to slow the bike down, figuring that like in all races she had seen in the civilized world that a caution would follow such a horrific scene. After a while her visor kept saying ‘GO’ even when she crossed the start/finish line. Of course how soon did she forget that this place and the owner was not civilized bothered her and sent a little chill down her back.

Her adrenaline began pumping again when she got a core meltdown warning flash before her eyes. The emergency diagnostic program showed her a real time graphic of her power core heating quickly in contradiction to her slowing down; logically in every case such heating up wasn’t suppose to occur. Muriel could now feel the heat slowly creeping up the inner parts of her legs, roasting her feet and calves. Torturous the decision, Muriel squeezed her body to accelerate. Once it got past the new minimum race speed the racer cooled down quickly, giving fuel to Muriel’s fears that she had been tricked. And that hurt because she wasn’t tricked by an intelligent being.

On the second level Enothchild forced himself to roll across the floor from the top of the stairs when Cental’s guards tried to engage him from both sides. They looked winded, and given that their numbers in the attack were not organized to begin with it was an attack poorly executed from the start. On his feet he gestured to the group on his right to send them sprawling on the floor. He focused turned to the left, deflecting a shot from a distant shooter into a much closer opponent. Quickly as he could he advanced to prevent them from grouping, slapping a guard senseless with his free hand as his weapon hand spun his lightsaber to deflect another series of shots. The Force warned Enothchild of the danger behind him and in a blink he side stepped a shower of shots from those he had previous knocked down with the Force; both sides thinned their numbers with their inadvertent crossfire.
Seizing the moment Enothchild sent a downed weapon towards one man, deflected a shot back at its owner, and both men fell into third.

A heavy blaster shot caught the Vhinphyc in the back of his shoulder just as he turned away from it. Enothchild continued his turning, lengthen his stride on each step, and when he came to a stop his lightsaber’s long blade cut through the weapon from barrel to stock. The shocked alien looked at what was left, looked up at Enothchild, and was met by the larger Jedi’s foot connecting with it’s ribcage. The force of the blow sent its target off its feet and the body sailed backwards a considerable distance to take out the emergence of another group of guards emerging from around a tight corner. Figuring that he was going the right way, Enothchild quickly moved in that direction.
The sight of seeing a very large alien with a very long lightsaber and a lot of alien guards laying on the ground in his wake wasn’t lost on those who didn’t want any part of what was going on when they saw it. Various beings in concession lines and going to and coming from the enlarged fresher stalls caught sight of the mayhem or noted the Jedi Master and the majority of them grabbed what was most dearest to them and wisely made way for the nearest exit. A few, for whatever dumb reason, took exception and fired at Enothchild in which the Jedi Master responded in equal kind. As for those in the stands enjoying the increasing carnage on the race track what was happening was nothing more than the furthest thing from their screaming, blood thirsty, depraved minds.
A flush of guards followed the Jedi’s path of elimination and almost caught Enothchild by surprise as he reached the stairs to the third deck level; their presences not so easy to detect, but their inability to control their actions were when one of them foolish fired and missed Enothchild’s head by mere inches. He turned and held his ground as more than a couple of blaster shots came towards him. He forced the shots back at the gathering forces that were increasing, causing a disruption in their strength either by thinning them down or forcing them to stop firing to move. The corridor was large, but was filling up fast with guards that were becoming more adamant from their various firing positions. Enothchild blocked shots from six, then seven, and then ten more shooters before he began to back up when he noted that more were coming up from behind. His focus was solely on moving his lightsaber to block the shots, and soon he needed to shift the focus on taking out the competition with whatever means he could find with the Force. That changed when he sensed a growing danger beginning to close in on him from behind. He surmised that it had to be more guards, and with his positioning and mobility issues he was in real trouble.
The group before him suddenly began falling down. A few of them shifted their focus from Enothchild to behind them. One man was struck in the chest by a blaster shot that caused him to tumble over another shooter who had a good angle on Enothchild. In the mayhem beyond the guards Dizzy had arrived and did a run and gun across the corridor before diving behind a pillar. 

In a rush Enothchild sent those trying to fire at him into those trying to fire on Dizzy, causing a massive breaking of their firing lines. It was enough for him to move in quickly and take out as many as he could. When the others turned their attentions towards him Dizzy would pick them off behind the pillar.
Cleared, Enothchild yelled, “Stay behind me!” He moved quickly towards the stairs and with a snap of his wrist cut his lightsaber through a corner and through a guard who was preparing to leap out and fire at him. He moved into the opening, kneeled down as five guards noticed him and centered themselves on the stairwell, and in one pain-filled motion he leapt towards them. Tackling them with his weapon off, Enothchild managed to get his long, massive arms around them enough to squeeze the guards collectively together. He picked them up with a short yell, turned his body, and purposefully fell down the stairs with them, breaking their bones or knocking them around so senseless they were out.

A few guards appeared on the next landing saw what happened and were frozen in shock. It gave the trailing Dizzy Arnes enough time to drop the three guards in six shots. 
In a reversal of roles it was Dizzy who hard charged up the stairwell while Enothchild struggled to follow. Reaching the third deck the effort was showing on the old Sullustan who stopped to look both ways when Enothchild reached him; Dizzy was panting, pale, and sweaty; he had a long way to run to begin with but that wasn’t stopping him.
“You all right,” Enothchild had to ask without a hint of exhaustion.

“I…will be,” said Dizzy between deep breaths. “Once I get done kicking both you and Muriel’s butts for being stupid!” He took another deep breath and berated, “What in the hell....were you bright bulbs thinking!!! What…did I tell you!!!!”

“Dizzy, I’m sorry,” said Enothchild. “I didn’t perceive any danger in what Muriel was doing. Foolhardily, but not dangerous at that time.”

Dizzy threw up his hands. “Ain’t you the one that tells me all the time that any idiot can kill a Jedi on any given day?” There was a loud BOOM that caused the Sullustan to run quickly from his resting position towards the opening in the stands. From there he was greeted by the noise of rowdy fans and chaos of several burning fires, bike parts, and the occasional visible body parts. “Where is she! Where’s my Muriel!”

Enothchild was by Dizzy’s side in no time, taking in the horror, and finally looking up at the racing statistics: thirty laps was soon to be completed, thirty out of sixty bikers remained, and the Quualwala-posing Muriel was in twenty-ninth place. “She’s the one in yellow and black, Dizzy, running as Quualwala! She’s all right for now!”

Dizzy was shaking his head and yelled, “NO! Enothchild, tell Muriel to run, damnit, run! Tell her she’s got win the race! Move up! Tell her NOW!”
Wasting no more time Enothchild concentrated and sent a telegraphic message to Muriel, skipping the details and urged her to go. He could sense her apprehension as well as the fear that was motivating her to keep surviving. He felt her ask why. He said to Dizzy, “She’s wondering why out of morbid curiosity.”

“Because on lap thirty they begin to eliminate slower racers one place per lap to add obstacles to the track.” Dizzy noted the thirtieth placed racer frantically trying to catch up and pass Muriel, the racer’s machine battered and sputtering. Eyelids fluttering in horror, he said, “S-Sarch, tell MURIEL TO PUNCH IT!!!!”
Enothchild immediately relayed the message telepathically. They noted the shift of speed immediately and Muriel’s racer put distance between her and the last place contestant. They crossed the line in their respected positions…

Once the last place contestant did, the machine self destruct.

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

CHAPTER 24.3

On the track Muriel saw the destruction in her visor and it breathed new shock into her limbs. She noted that her track position number began to turn yellow when she entered turn one. She focused more on the turns now since the minimum speed had increased like before on every tenth lap and now she was pushing towards blackout speed when she hit the corners; her vision would clear once she hit the short straight away. Into the second turn she watched the color of her number go from yellow to orange. It didn’t take much more thinking to realize what would happen when it turned red.
Enothchild told her anyways when she reached the backstretch. His voice was calm in her mind, but there was a volume to it that suggested urgency. Muriel, you have to race. Dizzy’s with me, and he says if you fall behind for too long the bike will self destruct. You got to race and improve your position on every lap. We’re going to try and get this race stopped, but you must do everything you can to win it for now!
Alone again, Muriel bared down and tightened her aching body to make her racing machine go faster. Deftly she maneuvered the vehicle with little turns to avoid the leftover disasters that littered the track. In Muriel’s favor at the moment was the condition of her machine; she had avoided most of the debris on the track, hadn’t overburdened the engines or any other parts, and had avoided the clashes and bumps her fellow competitors undertook, thus she bore no more damage other than performance wear. Her laid back approach helped her tremendously when she passed the twenty-eighth and twenty-seventh competitors prior to crossing the start/finish line to complete the current lap. Her position number faded from red to white quickly, and on her heads up display poor, unfortunately number twenty-eight blew up.
Muriel turned her attention back to the field ahead, gritting her teeth with focus as she noted the combative path ahead that made up the rear chase group, their desperation to get ahead clear in their desire to bump, grind, rub, and ram anyone before anyone did that to them. Straight racing could have saved them, but the desire to pound and hit in the failed attempts to slow opponents down early in the race was going to cost them their lives. There was nowhere to go, and for some there was no chance for them to catch up with the rest unless the rest eliminated themselves. The desire for survival, though, always gave any creature a fool’s chance at hope. Often it made them too damn lucky.
Muriel didn’t want to be one of those on the opposite end of that luck.

Carefully waiting to complete the turn out of two, Muriel took the outside line and did all she could to will the machine even faster to get past the racers. Like her the racers had the same sensor set up and immediately noticed her attempt at gaining. One of the combative machines peeled away from the chase group and cut Muriel off. Nearly colliding on the exchange, Muriel corrected herself quickly from having tighten up for an impact that never came -- the natural response caused her to speed up, which almost lead her to crashing into her opponent. With a loss of speed she turned, trying to cut inside. The rider moved and cut her off again, daring her to pass on the outside. Muriel almost committed to it, but at the last moment she cut back inside on an insane angle towards the main group that were clashing rather violently, adding to their dire predicament. Muriel’s attacker swooned down to hit her.
In the combative bunch, one of the riders lost control after one bike clipped her front and another clipped her back end. Spinning out of control, she caused a third bike to crash into a forth in a failed attempt at avoiding death. A piece of the magnetic drive from the wreck missed the spinning rider and took the head and part of the body off of Muriel’s attacker. Muriel wasted no more time and fought through the carnage, but cursed to herself when a piece of the bikes caught and wiggled her back end. Slight damage of any kind at this critical juncture was not good; not when there was very few laps to go, and so much ground to make up.

Elsewhere and five decks above the racing surface, Tahcee Cental wasn’t enjoying the race and she wasn’t enjoying the numbers coming in on the betting pool. She was too busy watching her strength diminish on her security screens; although she couldn’t see the action the sensors showed in graphic detail the swiftness of Enothchild Sarch’s justice. It appeared that he had company as well not that it mattered in the beginning. The Jedi Master’s progress, however, made it impossible for her to escape; he and his companion was on level four, sweeping the guards out of their way and cut her off from her escape route to her ship.

Her small clique of mealy mouth advisors clutched their blasters with such delicate hands they feared that squeezing them too hard would cause them to explode. Cental didn’t want hard core beings around her because they were more than likely to double cross her when they saw what she was bringing in financially. Of course, Cental’s species never believed in hindsight until the poodoo hit the cooling unit. She was doomed, but that did not diminish her will to survive.
“Bring up the guards from the parade grounds!” screeched Cental at one of the two guards she had with her at all times. “Bring them from the private suite! Bring them from anywhere, but get them here!”

“Baroness, we should contact Lord Yabbula immediately,” suggested the guard.

Cental screamed frantically. “NO! Are you mad? He mustn’t know about this! He finds out he’ll demand answers as to why Sarch was here. Even if we succeed Yabbula will kill us to satisfy his need to relieve his paranoia!” She looked back at the screen to see how badly they were losing at that moment, and paled. “Where are they?”

On the screen there was nothing but peace and bliss; no movement was detected on the sensors in the levels. On any level! Cental turned her monitors to the corridor outside where her visual sensors were. It was bare with no one in sight; the guards that were outside had left their post to go help their brethren earlier.
Cental ran to the suite’s window and looked out to see if the heroes had foolishly went to stop the race. She noted no such occurrence, but she did note quickly that the foolish red head had figured out the rules of the race and was heading towards the lead pack, in tenth place. Licking her lips, Cental shook her head, turned to her desk, and began to delicately stroke the keyboard to her computer terminal. On the screen it displayed the racing status of every bike and every racer on the track. She pressed a key, and Muriel’s bike was isolated on the screen. A list of commands appeared that were short and to the point: AUTHORIZE and DELETE.
“Too bad, Human,” said Cental when she highlighted DELETE. A status of the bike’s power core showed it was ready to transfer power to a small explosives package located just under Muriel’s chest. “If all things were different, I would wager on you actually winning this. But if I’m going down, I’m taking at least one of you-.”
“LOOK OUT!”

Whoever screamed the warning was never identified because just after it Enothchild’s large body came flying through the window; he had leapt from the previous level down from the stands. Sailing over Cental’s desk, Enothchild grabbed a shocked Cental with a free hand and pulled her with him, crashing and rolling into the others violently and sending them disarmed in all directions. He rolled to a stop, opened his Jedi robe, and Dizzy sprang up with a borrowed blaster rifle with the barrel pointing right at Cental’s head. Cental’s advisors and the lone guard that were not cannon balled over by Enothchild’s attack trained their weapons on them. Everyone held position with a lot of heavy breathing providing a significant soundtrack along with the loud sounds of the baberunner machines and the crowds roaring outside.

Breathing hard, Dizzy said, “Hey Tahcee. How’s it hanging?”
“Well, well, well,” said Cental with fluttering eyebrows. She looked at Enothchild and at his hand holding her by the arm as if trying to figure out how to separate herself from the much more powerful alien’s grasp. She looked at Dizzy. She looked at the blaster barrel staring her down. “Dizzy you old thief. It’s been a age and a half.” She gestured her head towards the Vhinphyc. “You with him?”
“That’s right.” Dizzy pushed the blaster against Cental’s head. “I’m also here with my Wife. You met her: the Red Head!”

“Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” said Cental in weak astonishment. She slowly moved her large head back from the blaster. She chuckled as she talked. “Well if this isn’t just one big complete misunderstanding. If I would have know that, I would have told you all what I know.”

Dizzy smiled and returned the volley. “That’s right! And it would have been the difference between letting you live” he put the barrel right up against her head this time hard “and you absorbing a bolt!” Enothchild gave Dizzy a look, but said nothing towards his behavior. “Now, tell your friends here to drop their hardware and then stop the race.”
“Be reasonable, Dizzy,” began Cental. “There’s nearly half a million beings out there. They’ll riot if I stop the race. It will cancel all bets!”

“Not my problem. Do it, Cental or you’re going to have a new breathing hole!”

Cental looked at her companions and nodded. They reluctantly dropped their weapons in a huff and stood there with their hands raised. Turning, Dizzy fired at them with the distinct blue halo expanding energy of a blaster set to stun, flooring the unarmed and unthreatening. He turned towards her and said, “They’re lucky; the one’s downstairs got the Final Jump Special. Now, shut the race off. You boasted that it was computer controlled to a few people I know.”
Enothchild stood up and hauled her up easily to her feet. “It is controlled within the parameters of the program. Simplicity, actually, considering the variables-.”

She stopped when Dizzy noticeable switched the blaster rifle from stun to kill. “Do I look like Dango the Hutt?” Mentioning her former slave master made her drop her pretentiousness. “Stop the race!”

“Very well,” she said glumly. Cental was escorted by Enothchild to her desk and let go of her arm, but held position by her side. She recalled the menu, and brought up the general status screen of all the racers. Two commands came up: AUTHORIZE and DELETE. “You see, it’s all one click away.” With twiddling fingers, she went to press the button that would have ‘deleted’ all the riders….

Enothchild’s big hand grabbed her hard by the wrist when he sensed a growing danger; Cental’s actions were about to bring forth such danger. Cental then tried to use her free hand to touch the appropriate key but found the Vhinphyc grabbing that hand too. She struggled, trying in vain to use her feet to kick the command in. Dizzy tried to block her feet, but one of them struck the terminal and sent part of it flying off the desk.
Enothchild held Cental’s arms in one hand and pulled them upward to restrain her. He shook her hard to get her to stand still and said, “Enough with this! You will stop this race!”

“Go to hell, Jedi,” she spat at him. 

Dizzy recovered the terminal and looked at the slightly damaged screen. “She’s got the damn thing locked out.”

Cental let out a chuckle. “Lucky me. That means in order for you precious wife to live she’s going to have to win the race.” She looked at Enothchild with savagery. “And the last I checked your precious Force cannot penetrate my mental defenses. And torture is against the Jedi Code.”

Dizzy turned around and said coldly, “But I’m not a Jedi now am I.” With blaster rifle in one hand he reached for his belt and at his tool pocket and produced a power mini-hydrospanner. He let the head spin and it’s high pitch scream filled the office. “Don’t make me do it, Tahcee. I don’t want to do it, but it’s either you or my Wife.”
“You wouldn’t dare!” Cental looked at Dizzy with widening eyes, and then looked at Enothchild and asked, “You won’t let him?”

Enothchild looked between her and Dizzy and back to her. He had to think about that: could he let Dizzy be so cruel and low….

A new danger was coming. Enothchild could sense pressure against his Force senses; coming from the stairwell. Dizzy heard the faint footsteps in his big ears and looked towards the sealed door. He put the mini tool away and pointed his weapon at the door.
Cental smiled and boasted, “You didn’t really think it would be this easy did you?”

Dizzy walked over to the door’s controls and put his hand over the release button. He looked at Enothchild, and then Cental, and said, “Yeah……I kinda did.”

Enothchild threw Cental hard to the side, stunning her, and ignited his lightsaber. He reared back with the blade pointing towards the door. Dizzy hit the hatch release, the door shot up in a rush, and the Jedi Master threw the lightsaber through the opening like a spear. Just outside the door a line of guards that were approaching the doorway fast never expected the door opening or the lightsaber coming at them. With the weapon’s increased length to staff length it ran through six guards easily until the first guard’s ribcage stopped it’s progress at the hilt.

When the hit guards fell back and the other guards cleared out of the way in shock, Dizzy let himself fall to the floor at the base of the door and opened fire into the gathered crowd repeatedly; a move he had seen his wife do on more than one occasion with similar, destructive, positive-for-their-side affect.
Enothchild followed that maneuver with a gesture that drew Dizzy across the floor and out of danger. The surviving gunmen were regrouping, and they began to fire. He flipped the desk in front of Cental in a way that both protected her from her guard’s onslaught and prevented her from taking her leave. He called for his weapon from the hallway, claiming it and turning it on when one of the blast bolts hit him in the upper thigh. His Vhinphyc hide singed, blistered, but there was no deep tissue damage. Like the first shot that hit him, the guards’ weapons were set at a too low, power conserve setting that couldn’t damage the thick skin of Enothchild Sarch. To that they had to stop to make adjustments the daft ones did.

Stopping was their biggest mistake. One that Enothchild and Dizzy both took full advantage of quickly.

“TEN LAPS TO GO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” blurted the track announcer. It was also flashing in Muriel’s heads up display.
Muriel just barely edged the tenth place racer by the electro energy produced by the front magneto assembly of her racer. The bike she edged out blew up a fraction of a second past the start/finish line, part of it striking her left side; glancing but enough to make her nearly eat the inside wall of the first turn. Feeling the bruising coming on she injected her first dose of adrenaline and prayed her heart didn’t burst; it was all ready beating fast for a great long time. She got another jolt of rush but its source was a small piece of burning metal from a previous wreck that the fresh death had sent flying in the air upon impact. The burning piece landed right in front of her between her helmet and the wheel well, burning a blinding flame and giving her an unhealthy reason to sweat and cough. She reflexively tried to move her right hand to bat it off the bike…

Muriel pulled the bike away from the inside wall and away from wreckage in front of her; in her frantic she had easily forgotten that her hands, like the rest of her body, was the frame of the machine. The sudden movement caused the burning metal to shift towards her more. In reflex she tried to pull her head back, but couldn’t manage a quarter of a inch. The flames were more threatening now, tickling her chin.
Forcing her eyes on the track and trying to split her focus Muriel only saw one solution to the problem. Reaching deep inside of her, Muriel sought and summoned what little of the Force she possessed, doing so at times when nothing else she could do worked. It allowed her briefly communicate with Juna when she was little on Alderaan. It had aided her when she took down the Vhinech that stormed the Palace of Theed. It gave her the strength to snap a Vhinech warriors’ neck before it snapped hers. And she had used it as a way to throw her father Mir off of her, a move that was the next to last step in killing him. She was never taught how to use the Force, and quite frankly she never wanted to know how to use it. At times it was too reliable, too much of a crutch; a hard fact demonstrated when the ysalamari were primarily used against Naressa and Juna at Uiennar last year; little did the enemy know that the negation affected her as well. The Force was a weapon, and like all weapons it could be used, abused, or experience a misfire; it had measurable and equal reliability and liability factors.
None of those thoughts mattered when her life was on the line. The piece of metal wiggled and danced, slowly edging away from her. Muriel imagined herself pushing it away with her hands, an attempt to will more power into the desperate action. It only move little by little. The burning metal was not burning her anymore, but it was burning her racer; a warning came up on her visor telling her the front magneto was beginning to overheat. Finally, she forgot the imagery: all she wanted to do was move the metal away with her mind.
The burning debris flew off her bike and flew barely over her shoulder as her accelerated speed overcame it. Muriel’s relief was short lived when she noted her sixth place number was now red! There was no one behind her: four riders were up ahead racing for the start/finish line that was no more than a mile away. In her attempts to clear up her problems she had coasted untouched for many laps. Now…
Muriel bared down again and squeezed her aching, weary body as hard as she could on the racer. It wasn’t performing as well as before, but it was better than the other machines that had been in the wars being fought on the track. She gunned for the pack, and then cut to the outside….

Down from her and in her way was wreckage. She cut back down to the inside…
Barely missing a blaze, Muriel had only a few seconds left to decide on a course of action. Looking ahead, the pack of battlers split up after another round of bumping. She bore down and aimed for daylight, and barely squeezed through the pile of mayhem, finding herself in third place.

“FIVE LAPS TO GO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

While he was busy beating the hell out of an unidentified alien guard with repeated blows to its stomach, Dizzy felt a large hand grab his shoulder. The Sullustan dropped his target, turned, and threw a punch that smacked into the palm of Enothchild Sarch’s free hand. The Vhinphyc said, “I think you got them all, Dizzy.”

Surveying the carnage of floored hoodlums, Dizzy said in heavy breath, “Nah. Not… all of them.” Shaking his swollen right hand he walked back into Cental’s private suite and found her trying in vain to move the heavy metal desk that pinned her. “All right, sweetheart, now that your all star squad’s… been made into fan favorite write offs you can knock your shit off and shut down the race.”
With a gesture, Enothchild moved the desk easily off Cental. The female propped herself up angrily on her elbows and spat, “I can’t ‘shut off’ the race. The program was designed to continue it until there is only one racer left and in first place. An elimination of integers-.”

Dizzy reached down and pulled Cental up by her dress folds around her neck. “MY MURIEL IS NOT A INTEGER!”

“The solution is simple, Arnes!” Cental gestured towards her computer. “Kill the other riders! With your precious wife all alone she will be declared the victor and the race will stop!”
Enothchild grabbed Cental away from Dizzy, but this time he grabbed her forcibly hard; this was no time for being nice, especially towards such a cold and malicious being who would rather let people die even when she was defeated. “You can change the program! You created it: you can change it!” He dragged her over to the portable terminal. He picked it up, and to his horror he noticed the smoking hole on the display counsel; an errant shot had hit the machine.
“Foolish Jedi!” Cental spat out venomously with a smile. “Now the race will not stop until there is a clear cut winner!”

Enothchild looked to Dizzy. “Find another terminal! Fast!”

As Dizzy looked around, Cental pointed out, “Do you really think such a sophisticated program can be rewritten so easily and quickly?”

Before Enothchild could retort, the track announcer screamed after another loud explosion: “FINAL LAP!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! WHAT A RACE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

Dizzy and Enothchild -- with Cental in tow -- raced towards the window and looked out frantically. There was two racers left. The first place racer was far ahead of the second place -- and also the last place and remaining -- racer; the second place racer sporting the familiar black and yellow colors of Team Cental. They looked at the statistics flashing up on the big screen above the track, showing the conditions of both bikes and their riders. Statistically, Muriel’s machine was not running as well as the current leader’s.

Shoving Cental down, both Enothchild and Dizzy split up and searched the suite looking for another terminal, or an undamaged data pad that Cental’s advisors were carrying on them or with them. Dizzy pushed and rolled bodies of unconscious and dead; Enothchild just tossed them aside. Enothchild found a pad, or half a pad as it were. Dizzy found one that had been trampled. Enothchild found another but the interface was locked out do to abuse. Dizzy ran across the room and discovered only a data sleeve…
“AND THE WINNER IS…………………”

Both males ran for the window, where Cental stood indifferent to the outcome. Both gritting their teeth…..

“UNBELIEVABLE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

Both watched Muriel and her opponent crossed the finish line in a blur….and both survived.

“IT’S A TIE!”

Both sighed in relief…

“YOU KNOW WHAT THAT MEANS FOLKS!?!?!”

The crowd shouted it out, but neither men in the private suite needed to hear it to understand why the racers were still going all out: “SUDDEN! DEATH! OVERTIME!”

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

CHAPTER 24.4

The racers suddenly slowed to a much more manageable speed, but by no means was the combat over. The race track was still littered with debris, causing both racers to move out of the way of their line. This effect was demonstrating the old ‘shortest distance’ logic that so many learned in school. By having two machines traveling the same speed, having left point A at the same time and both trying to reach point B first, the question became how did they reach point B the quickest -- shortest -- way possible.
“Now it’s all about skill and navigation,” smirked Cental. “With each obstacle they have to avoid it adds unnecessary distance to their travel length on the track. No overtime has gone beyond one lap.”
Dizzy looked to Enothchild and said, “Enothchild…” He hesitated, shook his head a little, and then said, “I never asked you to do anything for me really. But…but you can’t let Muriel die.”

Enothchild seemed to get what Dizzy was having a hard time suggesting, and with the racing bikes going slower than before it was horribly giving him too much time to think about it. There were two innocent beings involved: Muriel and one of the dozens of slave girls that were forced to run in the race. Undoubtedly one knew more than the other about the perimeters of the race to begin with, about the evils of it and its ultimate conclusion for those who did not finish first. The one that knew was combative towards the other racers and did not care about them: just herself. Yet she did not chose this life of her own free will. Yet again how many beings did she just murder to achieve her goal of survival?
Then there was Muriel. Not a stranger but a friend. Not a slave but someone who chose to accept the risks because of the false promise of reward. One who was willing to sacrifice as much of herself in order to achieve what little victories there were on this quest; death was not appetizing, but it was most certainly on her menu if it brought Juna home.
This was one of those times where a Jedi had a chance to weigh the character of beings in a rather difficult situation and make a judgment without Council guidance. Dizzy was asking…begging him to save his wife, their mutual good friend, with the only means he knew how to employ; use the Force to cause the death of the one trying to kill Muriel. It was one of those sickening times which a Jedi wanted to take the most condescending of individuals that often hated the Jedi but wanted their power and put them in this decision making position. In reality such individuals didn’t act out because of selfishness, but they just believed a Jedi could do everything at their appropriate time.

Dizzy didn’t want this either, but a man always puts their morality aside when they are powerless to do anything to save those they love.
Enothchild considered his options one last time. He sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and stretched out with his hand…

Far ahead of the racers, a large piece of debris slowly moved across the track down to the inside part. Another significant, burning piece did as well. A large, burning piece of racing equipment struggled to move, inching little by little as both racers began to enter the turn.
Dizzy looked to Enothchild and watched the Vhinphyc struggle to use the Force on such objects that were very far away from them in both a perspective and literal sense. Years ago, before he really knew his friend, Dizzy had always figured that all Jedi would constantly thump the principal that the Force could do anything; that it was a never ending supply of hope and miracles that only the select few could wield. Enothchild was an exception, a realist that knew what he could do and what he could not do with the Force, and he knew what the Force could do and could not do through him. It didn’t mean, though, he wasn’t going to try. That went more to Enothchild’s character than it did the Jedi philosophy that had the contradictory demand of equal expansion and restraint, and to Dizzy that meant it was more than likely that Enothchild in spite of the odds would succeed.
“What are you…” began Cental, looking between the track and Enothchild. She watched has more wreckage cleared out of the way in turn four; Muriel and her competitor entered turn three, neck and neck and without having to make major course changes. “You’re insane! At this rate neither one will win!”
Enothchild drifted his hand from the direction of turn four towards turn one and began the agonizing process of moving debris. He didn’t answer Cental as a dribble of sweet ran down his right side. Dizzy answered for him. “He’s buying them time.” He grabbed Cental hard again by the arm. “Now, where’s the nearest terminal access.”

Cental shook her head vehemently. “You…don’t…get it. The program has anti-tampering protocols while the race is in progress would cause the deaths of all the racers, and thus killing all bets. It’s a safety measure written in by an outside slicer I hired and then got rid of; to prevent other slicers from slicing into the network database and fix the race. Those safe guards double when in overtime. So if I play a little with the program your wife is going to have no problems with you anymore.”
Dizzy squeezed Cental’s arm so tightly her knees buckled. “You knew this! You were wasting our time!!”

“A girl’s gotta flirt.”

Dizzy frowned at her and looked ready to deck the woman. Enothchild’s voice broke in. “We don’t need to rely on you for assistance, Tahcee Cental. We will let fate decide. I’m only giving both women an equal and fair chance at survival.” The announcer cut him off, announcing that the racers had begun their unprecedented second lap of sudden death overtime. “We will let them decide who wins and who dies.” Enothchild opened his eyes and turned towards the other two. “Not you.”
Cental stuck out her chest at Enothchild as he approached her. “You just wait until Yabbula hears about this. If you thought he wanted you dead in the past, Jedi, HO HO, you’re going to wish he had never been born when he gets a hold of you.”

“I wish he had never been born now,” said Enothchild simply. He grabbed hold of Cental by the arm, relieving Dizzy of the burden. “Let’s go to the garage and wait for Muriel.”

Dizzy didn’t hesitate to follow Enothchild and his confidence in Muriel was high. The walk didn’t seem as long as before but without people shooting at them of course it made a difference. Enothchild then asked, “Would it be worthless of us to ask you for the information we want?”
“What the hell do you think?” snorted Cental contemptuously. The trio entered the corridor, and when the door closed behind them the sounds of the race silenced.

“What I think is what you said earlier before the race; Yabbula doesn’t know about the arms sale. If I’m to die this horrible death that you envision, then somewhere in the process I am going to tell him about your deceit.” Enothchild looked at her knowingly. “Of course if he doesn’t catch up with us you’re dead anyways. So what’s it going to hurt you to tell us anyways?”
Cental just smirked and said, “The last bit of satisfaction I’ll have is not telling either of you squat! And I know you can’t force it out of me.” She shot Dizzy a hard glare. “Not even you are that evil, Ladies’ Man.”
“You’re right: I’ve never hit a lady,” said Dizzy. “Even those who pass as one, ‘baroness’.”

“That’s right!” Cental just scoffed at them as they entered the racing garage. The noise of the crowd returned with full force. “You wouldn’t want to spoil your spotless reputation!”

Dizzy just shrugged his shoulders. “Nowadays I don’t worry having to make that decision.”

The distinct roar of the baberunner racer could be heard on their ears over the roaring approval of the crowd around the track. The silhouette of the rider and bike screamed in on the loading plate and stopped right on the end mark. The machine powered off, unlocking and releasing the rider from her bondage. She took a few seconds to gain her footing from the long and difficult run, the physical demands of riding making her limbs numb. The rider noted the three figures standing on the other end of the garage.

With new energy, Muriel removed her elongated helmet to show the absolute evil that was permanently etched on her face. She had won the race; the color of her racing gear had burned off during the race and after when her opponent had tried and failed to ram her against the wall, and blew up close to her. But the pain and fatigue of the race didn’t matter to her now. What did matter was the Naszume suddenly gulping hard between her best friend and her husband.

Dizzy stepped aside and continued his point. “Not since I married my black op special forces trained red head wifey poo who know two thousand different ways to snap a person’s neck. Believe me: it makes the marriage very interesting!”
With Muriel stalking towards them, Cental tried to pull away from Enothchild. He held on. She begged, “Y-You can’t let her do this? She’ll kill me.”

“No,” said Enothchild. “First she’s going to beat your ass. From there, it’s entirely up to you.”

Cental managed to slip from his grip, but it was too late. When she spun all the way around her face met Muriel’s three in a row open palmed thrusts. Cental laid stunned on the ground, her broken cheek bone throbbing and the only thing that seemed real until Muriel’s face got past her blurred vision. A new pain ratcheted up her left arm; Muriel had her arm crimped in a way that put pressure on the elbow joint and allowed her to have access to Cental’s hand and fingers.
Muriel grabbed Cental’s pinky finger and demanded, “Where’s the pick up?” Cental shook her head, trying to clear the cobwebs. Muriel helped her by snapping the pinky bone. Cental yelled  and seemed fully alert now; her eyes locking on Muriel’s hand grabbing a firm hold of her ring finger. Again, Muriel demanded, “Where’s the pick up!”

“I don’t - I don’….no wa-!” After she cried out in pain she watched Muriel just grabbed the middle finger and begin to apply pressure like she did the previous. “I don’t know! I don’t know!!”

“You DID know!” Muriel snapped the middle finger, and did it extremely hard; a measure of how enraged she was. Dizzy began to shift from one foot to the next. Enothchild did the same. One grew more apprehensive about this than the other, but both were beginning to not like this. She grabbed the index finger and pointed out venomously, “When I am done with your fingers I’m going to cleave your toe bones laterally!”

“I Swear I Don’t Know!” Cental screamed out in tears.
Muriel added more pressure to the elbow, finger, wrist and hand. She leaned down for more pressure and to get really into Cental’s face. “Then why did you kill Tufuse’s man if you didn’t know! Answer me, damn it!”
“T-that wasn’t Tufuse’s man! I-It was my informant!” Muriel pushed the finger to as close to the breaking point as she could get. Cental began to hop frantically, “He was my informant on the fringe!!!”

“Muriel,” began Enothchild delicately.

“QUIET!” Muriel’s bark was just as effective as her bite, forcing Enothchild and Dizzy to back off. “TALK!”

“He-He told me about Tufuse’s gang break up! That’s true!!!” Cental went to pull her arm away from Muriel, but the Guardian just tightened her grip to make her behave. “But he told me that Tufuse sold the weapons….to Jabba. Jabba bought them!!!”

“And Juna?!?”

Cental shook her head. She then said, “Quite a few people….in the fringe know of a group of people looking for her. One of them is a Vhinphyc Jedi. Since there’s only one…..”

The reality of it all was setting in on Enothchild and Dizzy: it was a just a trick by Cental to get Muriel to race. Cental said in a tearful whimper, “The sale of those weapons are my death warrant. In my fury, I had my informant killed.”
The answers may have been known, but Muriel held her squatted position on top of Cental and still held on to her arm with malicious intent. She bore down on the female with her hardened, purple eyed glare as she breathed insanely in and out, shaking with fury and fatigue. In return Cental shook with frightful terror and plead silently with her eyes for Muriel to believe her. Perhaps even apologize. Muriel didn’t see it or hear it: she just bore down at her target, perplexed with rage.
Slowly Dizzy walked over to his wife, put firm hands on her shoulders and breathed in her ear, “It’s okay now. It’s all right. It’s over.” He found it very easy to manipulate her arms from the complicated hold that kept Cental imprisoned. It didn’t take much for him to help Muriel to her feet, where her angry composure lessened considerably. Gently he encouraged her to move as tears began to leave her eyes.

With little remorse Enothchild looked down at a weeping Cental, shook his head, and said, “I would stay down and say nothing until we’re long gone if I were you.”

With the slowest and most delicate of nods, Cental agreed and did just that. Even when the trio had left the race track she remained where she was.
