CHAPTER EIGHT
CORUSCANT

USCRU ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT
VOS GESAL STREET

The street was alive with thousands of species moving among the bright lights and store fronts. Speeder cars lined the long street on both sides, outside the dozens of neon lit bars and entertainment clubs. This portion of Coruscant had been largely spared the Vongforming of the Yuuzhan Vong during the occupation of Coruscant, and its original glitz and some would say its dark glamour took only a few years to return. However this area of Coruscant had grown much seedier with the defeat of the Yuuzhan Vong, and the rebuilding of Coruscant. Much of the reconstruction effort had been centered on the Senate District and the towering structures there, and the Uscru Entertainment District had become the stomping ground of the millions of workers and passersby who had taken part in the massive rebuilding of Coruscant. Vos Gesal Street had become a haven for smugglers and the newly organized underworld groups that had sprouted up over the last hundred years three hundred years since the Federation had returned to power after the defeat of Darth Krayt. 
It was impossible for Coruscant Security to properly patrol the massive entertainment areas, and many were left to fend for themselves. Gambling, slaving run, con artists, and Death Stick dealers still scurried among the thousands of people that filled the district even on the very best of days. It was unsafe to walk the streets at night in groups less than three or four, and no one who was a legitimate business person came anywhere near this part of the Entertainment District.

The Outlander Club was one location among the dozens on Vos Gesal Street that presented a different world upon entering through its doors. Species of all types occupied the smoky and dimly lit interior of the club, music filtering out of hundreds of speakers set into the high ceilings. The club was nearly full, as it always was, and the waitresses walked among the patrons handing out drinks. The tables were all occupied, with Sabacc card games in full swing, and scantily clad slave girls of all species holding position at the sides of many of the players, hoping beyond hope that this was their ticket to freedom.


One table held no such diversion, and had only two occupants. The table was set back against the far war of the Outlander Club, as far from the front entrance as possible and very near the rear entrance into the dangerous allies behind the Outlander Club. The occupants of the table had no drinks in front of them, and both wore long cloaks, their cowls drawn up over their heads to hide their features. They could talk reasonably normal here, as the music did not filter this far back into the club, and they had disabled the table speakers upon sitting down. 


“You risk much coming here.” One of the figures spoke.


“Perhaps, but I thought you should know that events have been set in motion earlier than you had planned. Your apprentice murdered that Jedi on Rakata Prime, and left her body to be discovered. This insane action brought Panlie out of Mandalorian space far sooner than we had originally planned Karorm.” The hooded figure’s voice was kept low, but his companion easily heard him. 

“He is alone?” 


The man shook his head. “He came on one of their new ships, a CONCORD DAWN-Class Strike Cruiser. My spy on the Federation ship that was sent after them when they left Ossus was able to passively scan this cruiser without being detected. He was not able to do much else, but he did indicate the ship is more than a match for even an Federation Star Destroyer, at least in size.”


“So he has found Alana Skywalker then?” Karorm asked.

The figure nodded. “He helped the Jedi to defeat the operation there to seize control of the archives. Another misstep by the people under you Karorm. I mean no disrespect, but the men under seem to have a hard time following your orders.”

“Yes I agree. Something that I will rectify as soon as we are done here you can be sure.” Karorm answered. “We have worked too hard to achieve our goals to allow fools to bring us down.”

“Apparently there was a disagreement in the High Council chambers and Panlie was forced to depart quickly. At least that is what Undien reports. Alana Skywalker accompanied him with the old man and several other Jedi. One of our people among them. They went directly to Rakata Prime.” The man spoke.

“This will make things more difficult. Not impossible… but difficult.” Karorm said softly. “I assume then that our operation on Rakata Prime failed as well?”


“We brought the shield down just as you said, but the Mandalorians there defended it tenaciously. We were not able to breach the core itself, and even torture was not successful. It appears the core is sealed in such a way that only a recognized bio signature will open it. To use explosives to attempt entry would destroy the very items we want. We can’t drill or dig around or up through the floor because it will set off his security devices and destroy everything. We must assume our men were either killed or captured once Panlie arrived.” He answered.

“Panlie is a Mandalorian and will not take prisoners, so he will discover nothing.” Karorm said.

“I still believe we should have hit him first Karorm.” the first man spoke. “We should have hit him and killed those close to him, especially that red headed whore. It would have crippled him.”


“You do remember what happen the last time you had her in your grasp? He laid waste to nearly the entire moon of Nar Shaddaa to get her back, and in the process destroyed almost a third of your organization. No, attacking him directly is not the way. We must continue with our indirect approach.” He said. “Sow confusion and distrust. Pit them against each other.”


“We are passing another resolution within a few days that will isolate the Jedi even more, and the Chief of State herself will lose a little more of her grip on power.”


Karorm nodded his cowl heavy on his head. “Panlie will attempt to discover who it was that attacked the Temple and why. He will leave a far larger force at the Temple once he departs this time, of that you can be assured. We must discover the bio signatures that will grant access to the other Temples. We need the items inside the tombs to truly control and defeat the Jedi.”

“There can’t be that many.” the man spoke. “I will see if my spies on Mandalore and Concord Dawn can get additional information on those close to Panlie. He would have to trust them implicitly to allow them entrance.”


“I will take care of my apprentice.” Karorm spoke. “We must continue on our current path however. Panlie is highly intelligent, and he has shown the tactical genius of his ancestors, and now that he has Alana Skywalker with him, they will be very hard to defeat. Subtly and deceit will serve us more now than brute force. Initiate the first part of Phase Two. Have forces loyal to us attack and destroy the Mandalorian trading ships. Once we are completely ready we can unleash our forces upon the Universe and then we will be in command.”


The second man nodded slowly. “I will make arrangements for you to return, and I will transmit the signal when the most recent Bill has been approved.”


“Patience my friend; we have waited for many years to achieve our goals. A few more weeks or even months will not hurt us.” Karorm said.


  The man nodded again. “Have a safe journey Karorm.” He spoke before rising and blending quickly into the mass of nameless people.

CORUSCANT
CHIEF OF STATE’S PENTHOUSE 

SENATE APARTMENT COMPLEX

500 NEW REPUBLICA


The woman stood near the balcony looking out over the vast cityscape of Coruscant. Repulsorlift vehicles once more filled the skies of Coruscant, whipping from one place to the next in hugely long ant like rows, though now there were far more areas of green covering the surface of Coruscant than at any time in recent history, due to the Vong terraforming that had started. The woman’s hair was platinum blond, and fell to the middle of her buttocks, intricately braided and tied into a flowing mass of silky hair. She had high regal cheekbones, with soft full lips and violet hued eyes. She was adorned in floor length white robes tied at her waist with a strip of thick violet satin, and over her shoulders was a distinctly regal looking violet cape and cowl. She is the youngest woman and the youngest Chief of State to ever be elected to the office of President at age twenty-two, dating back thousands of years. She is considered to be extremely intelligent and possessed of a passion for her duties not seen in recent Chiefs of State. 

Penaria Oslam was born and raised on Onderon.
She was found to be exceptionally intelligent at a very young age, and was directed to the Onderon Advanced University to study. There she immersed herself in her studies and became a student of not only the history of her people, but of the galaxy itself. She entered politics at the tender age of twelve, running and winning a seat on the Onderon Parliament representing one of Onderon’s newest cities. Most mistook her for a child when they first met her, but many soon came to realize that while she may have been extremely young she was no fool, and those who tried to treat her as such ended up doing nothing but embarrassing themselves. Penaria used her skills to barter for her city within the Parliament, and those who sought to take advantage of her due to her young age quickly came to regret that course of action. Penaria also became known as an accomplished military leader during a coup attempt of the Onderonian King led by pirates and mercenaries employed by several wealthy Onderonian Businessmen who thought to seize power and change the direction the King was taking the planet. She had led a unit of Onderon Security Forces for three days in vicious house to house fighting, in support of her King, earning several military awards and a seat on the King’s Council. 


These events and actions led the Onderonian King to submit her name as a candidate for his inner cabinet and finally for the position of Chief of State in the upcoming elections. He also led the enormous campaign for her, getting her picture and her deeds out there into the public eye. While no major HoloNet News organization gave her a chance in the elections, Penaria’s youthful exuberance and passion for people won over billions of citizens within the Federation. In a stunning defeat of three much older Federation Senators, Penaria came away with nearly seventy-three percent of the vote and became the youngest Chief of State in history.


Now, looking out over the balcony of her penthouse, Penaria felt ancient. She was only twenty-seven years old and four years into her six year term, and she could feel everything falling apart around her. She had not been welcome on Coruscant, that was painfully obvious the moment she arrived to assume office and every item she had put forth in the Federation Senate had been a battle to get passed, many of her Bills having items added to them at the last moment to insure they were passed, appeasing those who originally had opposed the Bill. Her administration was coming under increasing scrutiny for alleged crimes perpetrated by those under her, all of which were falsified lies and half truths to make her look bad. The majority of Senators fought her tooth and nail on everything she wanted to support, and more and more Bills were being passed regardless of whether she supported them or not. Six times she had vetoed Bills in the last two years, and each time enough Senators came forward to provide enough votes to override her veto.


The Federation military was also becoming increasingly unsupportive of her, and two cases in the last year alone had happen where Federation officers had gone against her direct orders and conducted attacks against supposed terrorist organizations. The HoloNet News wire was alive after both incidents with the pictures of dead women and children, and the call for her to resign immediately.


Penaria turned when she heard the doors to her penthouse open. She smiled brilliantly as the man who had been her mentor strode into the room confidently. The senior Senator from Onderon returned her smile as he embraced her.


“Penaria… you are looking well.” He spoke holding her at arms length. 


The portly fifty-nine year old man was the senior Senator from Onderon, and had assisted Penaria whenever he could since she had assumed the role of Chief of State. He had taken her fully under his wing, attempting to teach her the intricacies of politics on Coruscant. Jamus Tobin had been a politician all of his life, first on his home world of Onderon and finally here at the heart of the government on Coruscant as Onderon’s Senior Senator. Penaria reminded him of the daughter he had lost in a shuttle accident so many years ago, and he had given her all the love and support that his daughter would have received from him had she survived. There had even been a scandalous story begun six months after Penaria had assumed office that they were involved romantically. He had squashed that report viciously, and the reporter who had made the accusations was now working for a mining company in the Outer Rim.

Penaria motioned him to the comfortable couch that curved around the large glass table decorated with blossoming flowers from the moon of Duxn. “I’ve been hearing things.” She spoke. “The Senate has overridden my veto of expanding the Perlemian Trade Route haven’t they?”


Jamus looked at her, pain etched on his face. He nodded slowly as he sat down on the couch. “You have some well informed sources.” He told her with a smile that held no humor. “They only voted ninety minutes ago.”


“Jamus you know as well as I do expanding that Trade Route will hurt developing worlds like Taanab and Donovia, not to mention the impact it will have within the Hapes Consortium.” Penaria spoke calmly. “The Queen Mother has already informed me that she will oppose any and all attempts to expand further into Consortium space. With military intervention if needed.”


Jamus nodded as he took the thick cigar she held out for him from the velvet box. They were Onderonian cigars and she kept a box of them in her office and here in her penthouse just for him. “I informed the Senate of this very fact Penaria.” He spoke as he sat back and lit the cigar. “I went so far as to say we are pushing the Consortium to open rebellion with our actions. My arguments fell on deaf ears. It appears that many of my fellow Senators are concerned only with lining the pockets of themselves and those that support them.”


Penaria turned as one of her aides carried in a tray of sparkling silver and began pouring them both a crystal glass of steaming Onderonian tea. She sat back on the couch after taking the first crystal mug from her aide and sighed deeply. “I understand that many did not want me in this office Jamus, but I was elected by a very clear majority. Everything I have done or I have supported is in the best interests of all parties concerned.”


Jamus nodded, taking the mug from the aide. “I agree.” He told her. “However my fellow Senators do not see it that way. They feel you are against them in even the most basic of ideas.”


Penaria looked at him. “Is that because I do not cow down to the special interests groups and those who would bribe their way to the top? There are Senators in our very government that make no attempt to hide they only care about credits! It’s all about the special interests groups isn’t it Jamus?”


Jamus nodded. “Precisely.” He replied. 


“Jamus… even parts of the military will only accept my orders after confirming it with the Supreme Commander, a man I might add, that I was not allowed to replace when I became Chief of State thanks to the Senate.” Penaria spoke, her voice full of frustration. “I can not even get daily intelligence briefs anymore. They come every day or so now, whenever the good and fine Admiral Kenirr sees fit to allow his officers to report to me. And then the reports are not complete.”

Jamus looked at her. “I take it then you don’t know of the incursion of the Mandalorian ship?”


Penaria leaned forward. “What are you talking about?”


Jamus shook his head slowly. “Five days ago a Mandalorian warship entered Federation space and traveled to the Jedi Praxeum on Ossus. There was some sort of battle on the surface, and the commander of this warship allegedly took several Jedi prisoners and escaped. The ship is said to have then traveled to Rakata Prime on the edge of the Outer Rim. Jedi Grand Master Undien requested assistance, and a CALO-Class light cruiser was dispatched from Mon Calamari. The ship has not been heard from since it left Ossus.”


“And who gave orders for this ship to travel to Ossus?” Penaria demanded.


“Admiral Kenirr… who else.” Jamus replied.


“Why would a Mandalorian warship enter Federation space?” Penaria asked no one in particular. “The current Mandalore has rebuffed my repeated attempts to petition their inclusion into the Federation. Even King Renault himself has seen only the Mandalorian Representative from their embassy on Onderon. The new Mandalore has never entertained his invitations, and we have always maintained excellent relations with them.”

Jamus nodded. “I know… but our relations with them have not soured. They are still our largest trading partners, and they continue to supply us with all the Phobium we need, and even with the price increases across the galaxy, our price has never changed. And I understand that representatives of MandalMotors have come forward offering to replace all of our aging frigates and destroyers with new ships at an extremely reduced rate.”


Penaria looked at him. “I did not know that.”


“The King felt you were under an excessive amount of stress and pressure. The new information will be arriving in your weekly package from him.” Jamus explained. “He worries for you, and did not want you to have to be concerned with something as unimportant as a business transaction.”


“This could be our first contact with the new Mandalore since he was chosen fourteen years ago.” Penaria spoke. “He has continued what Boba Fett started and has not allowed MandalMotors to expand outside their borders. Why the sudden shift?”


Jamus shook his head. “I don’t know. The King and I hope to make contact with him, or his direct representative shortly to discuss furthering our trade with them.”


Penaria got to her feet. “It’s more disturbing that Admiral Kenirr did not inform me of this incident. A Mandalorian warship traveling through Federation space is no small matter.” She looked at Jamus. “You said it stopped at Ossus and there was some sort of incident? Have the Jedi said anything about it?”


Jamus shook his head. “Surprisingly the Jedi are being very tight lipped about it.” He answered. “And if I may… I sense a disruption within the Jedi themselves.”


“What do you mean?”


“They appear to be taking sides.” Jamus said with no small amount of surprise. “Many of the younger Masters secretly do not support your actions. They feel you have let the Jedi down in many respects.”


“How did you obtain this information Jamus?” Penaria asked quickly. “I have always supported the Jedi! They are the one thing I have clung to for support my entire time in office! Who told you this Jamus?”


“I did.” The voice replied from the corridor to the elevator.


Penaria turned and saw the older woman standing casually in the corridor. She was adorned in Jedi Master Robes of ivory tunic and pants and dark brown cape and cowl with the usual voluminous sleeves. Her dark hair was beginning to gray at her temples, but her light blue eyes were crystal clear and very bright. She bowed slightly at the waist.


“Madam President. It is an honor to meet you.” She spoke calmly and evenly and with a great deal of intelligence.


Penaria looked at Jamus as he came to his feet. “She accompanied me here Penaria.” He told her.


Penaria turned back to the female Jedi and bowed her head in return. “Master Jedi… I don’t believe we have met.”

The woman walked up to her slowly, her movements one of confident grace. She came down the small landing of four stairs and stopped in front of Penaria. “My name is Arnica Solo.” She told her.


Penaria looked very surprised. “Solo? As in Leia Organa Solo?”


Arnica smiled. “Senator Tobin told me you are a student of history. Yes… Leia Organa Solo was my great great grandmother.”


“I… I have never seen you within the Jedi Temple here on Coruscant before Master Solo. Have I?” Penaria said calmly.


Arnica Solo smiled warmly. “No. Thankfully my duties within the Order are mainly with the archives.” Arnica replied with small humor. “I travel between the different enclaves when an issue comes up. I reside primarily on Dantooine, and that is why you have never seen me here. I tried to avoid Coruscant whenever possible.”


Penaria looked at Jamus quickly once more before turning back to the woman. “You are an historian then?”


“A Jedi historian. Yes.” Arnica answered.

Penaria motioned her to one of the couches. “Please… join us. Maybe you could explain to me why it appears the Jedi do not trust me.”


Arnica moved to the couch opposite Jamus and settled slowly to the soft cushions. She watched as Penaria returned to her seat next to Jamus and quite out of decorum for a Chief of State she reached forward and poured Arnica a mug of tea, holding it out to her. Arnica took it with a smile, and this small action confirmed what Jamus had already told her. Sitting in front of her was perhaps the most humble politician to ever hold office.


Arnica sipped the tea and smiled as the warm liquid filled her stomach. “This is quite excellent.” She said. “Thank you.”


“Any information you could give me Master Jedi would be extremely helpful.” Penaria said.


“You may not like the answer Madam President.” Arnica spoke softly.

Penaria met her eyes without backing down and nodded her head. “Yes… it seems that is becoming a normal occurrence with me.”

“It’s not exactly what you might expect, but there have been far too many shifts within the Force to totally discount it as the most senior Grand Masters on the Council have. Only four other Masters are in agreement with me, all of them my age or older. And we are very much in the minority.” Arnica spoke.


“Discount what?” Penaria asked.


“Are you familiar with Jedi Lore at all Madam President?” Arnica asked softly.


“Somewhat… but I am no expert. Why?” Penaria asked.

“There is a legend Madam President… within the Jedi Order, which revolves around a very unique crystal. It is called The Heart of the Guardian. It is a lightsaber crystal of great power. If fitted into the power matrix of a lightsaber, it is said that this lightsaber can only be wielded by a Jedi pure of spirit. Jedi history tells us that this crystal was instrumental in the founding of our Guardian caste of Jedi, hence the name. It also states that this crystal will only appear in times of great turmoil and peril for the Jedi and the Republic, which now happens to be the Federation that you lead. Jedi history also states this crystal was lost thousands of years ago and that it has never been found.” Arnica explained evenly.


“Are you saying this crystal is somehow tied to events that are currently taking place?” Penaria asked. “How could a lightsaber crystal influence corrupt old men in their actions?”

“It is tied to events we believe, in a manner of speaking.” Arnica answered. 
Penaria looked at Jamus whose face remained impassive and then she looked back to Arnica. “Would you care to elaborate on that?”

“What many do not know, if fact of all the living Jedi right now, only nine know what I am going to tell you.” Arnica spoke. “The Heart of the Guardian crystal is not lost. And it has not been lost for nearly five thousand years.”

Penaria looked at her. “I’m not following.”


“The Heart of the Guardian crystal was found by a young Jedi of immense power during the Jedi Civil War in 3959 BBY.” Arnica said.


“Jedi Civil War?” Penaria seemed stunned. “I… I have never heard of any Jedi Civil War.”


Arnica smiled softly. “It is not something we tend to let many people outside the Jedi Order know Madam President. Only those within the Order know of what I speak. There was a Jedi Civil War however. It began shortly after the Mandalorian War ended. And it was led by two Jedi who had gone against the High Council and responded to the Republic’s pleas for aid against the Mandalorian invasion. These two Jedi gathered thousands of Knights and Padawans to their cause, and they led them and the Republic to victory against the Mandalorians.”


Penaria nodded quickly. “Yes… I wrote a paper on the Mandalorian War, and how it affected my planet.”


“Well… to make a long story very short, the Jedi Knight who led our forces then in the Mandalorian War, is the same Jedi who found this crystal and returned it to the Temple here on Coruscant some six months after the end of the Jedi Civil War. His name was Revan Panlie.” Arnica continued. “This crystal was kept in the Temple until roughly thirty years later when it was then bestowed upon that same Jedi’s oldest son, along with the title of Holder of The Heart of the Guardian. He led many Jedi and Old Republic forces, along with his father, in what we call the Pure Sith War. In fact… by all accounts this young man was the single biggest factor the Old Republic survived that war.”

“The Pure Sith War?” Penaria asked looking at both of them once more. “I pride myself on my knowledge of history Master Jedi, and I do not recall any conflict so named in the history of the Republic or the Federation. Is this some sort of children’s story? I don’t have the time or energy to…”


“Penaria… please!” Jamus spoke reaching out and taking her hand. “You need to listen to her. I was just as skeptical as you are when Master Arnica first told me the story. Let her finish what she has to say. Please.”


Penaria had never seen Jamus so sincere and serious and she nodded slowly and turned back to Arnica. “My apologies Master Jedi, I can be impatient at times.”


“That you admit your flaws Madam President is a sign of conscious and compassion.” Arnica said.


“The Pure Sith War and any record of it was purged from all history archives by the order of Supreme Chancellor Brose Thimina and the Jedi High Council of that time period.” Arnica explained. “I would be very happy to make those records available to you at your request, but back to the importance of this crystal. After The Pure Sith War, the son of this Jedi carried this crystal until his death seventy-five years later. He had been named the Guardian of the Jedi Order by the High Council of that time, and the crystal has been passed down within his blood line since his death, starting with his daughter, Kara BeTeVen.” Arnica saw Penaria’s eyes go a little wider when she spoke that name. “You seem to recognize that name Madam President.”

Penaria shook her head quickly. “No… not the name itself… but I would recognize a Mandalorian name when I heard one. And that name is definitely a Mandalorian name.”

Arnica nodded her head. “Indeed it is. Every person who has held this crystal Madam President, has been a Force user of staggering power, and one who operates outside the Jedi Order itself. Their only mission is to safeguard the Order and the Republic, now the Federation and several very ancient and sacred sites, which hold the very history that was purged from the records.”

“Why did this person not help during the Great Jedi Purge?” Penaria asked quickly. “During the reign of Krayt? Surely the Jedi would have needed his help then.”


Arnica shook her head. “The Jedi would survive in the children of Anakin Skywalker, and the Holder chose not to act at that time, and to insure the safety of his children. Her reasons were her own. As for Krayt’s rule, the Guardian of that time spent the majority of his/her time insuring the safety of Jedi he was hunting, as well as the sites of this knowledge. Keeping Krayt from discovering either was a full time job as he was a savage lunatic.”

Penaria held up her hand. “Master Jedi while I would love to delve into any history you could provide me on the Jedi and these purged records, what does this have to do with events now?”


Arnica leaned forward on the couch. “Madam President… two of the Jedi supposedly kidnapped from Ossus by this Mandalorian vessel were Alana Skywalker. The other was Daniel Skywalker.”


“The young woman I decorated with the Cross of Glory for her actions on Ord Cantrell?” Penaria said. “And I know Grand Master Skywalker very well. I’ve had him to my office on several occasions.” 


Arnica nodded. “Madam President Alana Skywalker is…”


Penaria’s eyes grew wide almost instantly. “Skywalker? She is… she is a descendant of Anakin Skywalker. Of Darth Vader.” Penaria gasped her hand going to her throat.

Arnica nodded again. “You are correct Madam President. Alana Skywalker is the direct descendant of Anakin Skywalker. More so than even Daniel who is her great grandfather. She is without doubt the most powerful Jedi Knight in the Order right now, and though many other Jedi will debate that with you, their logic is tainted with envy and arrogance.” Penaria sat back now, allowing her body to settle into the plush couch. “Alana still has much to learn, but she radiates within the Force like a burning sun, much like her ancestor Anakin Skywalker. There are those of us who believe that she was taken for a reason, if she was taken by force at all.”


“What do you mean? It’s being reported that she and Grand Master Skywalker and the others were kidnapped by this Mandalorian ship.” Penaria said.

“Madam President… the Holder of the Heart of the Guardian is pledged to the defense of the Order and the Republic… the Federation.” Arnica said slowly. “There is nothing that would cause him to openly make his presence known except a threat to The Jedi or the Federation.”


Penaria looked at her intently, her attention now completely on the Jedi Master. “Go on Master Jedi, you have my attention.” She said.


“The Heart of the Guardian crystal was passed down from Revan Panlie’s son Madam President. He was raised in exile by his parents within the Mandalorian culture on the very moon you grew up next to.” Arnica said.


“Duxn?” Penaria asked. “But there is nothing… the ruins!”


Arnica smiled and nodded. “Revan Panlie Junior and his wife Anja raised their own children on Duxn.” Arnica said. “His oldest child, a girl, Kara BeTeVen, she married into the Mandalorian Clan Ordo and she was also a holder of this crystal as I told you earlier.”


“Ordo?” Penaria said as alarms began going off in her head. She felt a tingling sensation sweeping through her as always happened when she became excited. “We… we have reason to believe the new Mandalore is from Clan Ordo.” She spoke.


Arnica got to her feet and moved to the massive window overlooking Coruscant. She turned back to face Penaria after a moment. “Madam President… we have reason to believe the new Mandalore is also the Holder of the Heart of the Guardian, and a Jedi of inconceivable power. If he has entered Federation space and sought the assistance of Alana Skywalker, there is only one reason for that.” Arnica spoke her voice suddenly urgent and intense. “There is a threat to the Order and the Federation that he can not face alone.”


“What threat?” Penaria asked with a tinge of desperation in her voice.


Arnica shook her head. “We don’t know.”


“Then how do we find out?” Penaria snapped.


Arnica withdrew a datacube from within her robes. “I believe you should see this Madam President. It might begin to explain a few things.”

RAKATA PRIME
TEMPLE OF THE ANCIENTS

Javen looked up from the datapad he was reading in the control room of the temple when two Protectors led Colonel Corbin in. Night had fallen, and the cool breeze that came in over the ocean was filtering through the halls and corridors of the Temple. Javen put his caffa down on the table and stood up.

“Colonel Corbin?” He spoke. “What can I do for you?”


Larl watched him motion with his head and the two Protectors drifted out of the room as quickly and quietly as ghosts. His eyes swept the room, taking in the four control consoles, all occupied by alert Mandalorian technicians, and the lone figure who sat in the corner, almost completely hidden by the shadows. Javen followed his eyes and smiled as he returned to his chair.


“Jaiin… could you have someone from the galley bring up some additional caffa?” Javen asked. “Make it a bit stronger than the last batch. I believe Federation officers like their caffa stronger than most.”


Larl watched quietly as the hulking figure rose from the chair he was sitting in and nod his head silently before departing through another door in the control room to fulfill Javen’s request. He turned back to where Javen sat, and saw him motion to the empty chair.


Larl stepped forward and settled slowly into the chair, his eyes never leaving Javen’s face. Javen couldn’t help but smile at his actions.


“You have nothing to worry about Colonel.” Javen told him. “I don’t intend any harm to you or your men.”


“You’ll forgive me if I don’t find a great deal of comfort in that statement considering what almost happened with the Jedi.” Larl spoke.


“I apologize for that Colonel?” Javen spoke calmly. “I allowed my anger to show through and affect my common sense.”

Corbin watched Javen and slowly nodded his head. “I’ve let that happen a few times myself.” He spoke.

“My people are somewhat of an enigma to the Federation, we have been ever since right after Boba Fett assumed the title of Mandalore and he withdrew all of us into our own system. It has been many years since anything other than a Mandalorian trading ship has left our space.” Javen said. “I do understand your hesitation Colonel… and your suspicion.”

Larl looked at him. “So you understand why your presence outside your own territory disturbs me. Boba Fett aligned your people with the Yuuzhan Vong against the Federation of Free Alliances!”

Javen nodded as he sat back in his chair. “Yes he did… I freely admit that. I believe he also finally saw this was not the proper course of action and my people ended up helping to defeat the Vong. I do not agree with that action Colonel… perhaps one day you will allow me to introduce you to Gustav Fett. He will tell you exactly why Boba did what he did… and it may not be for the reasons you think.”


“And once more you come into Federation territory.” Larl spoke.


“But this is our territory.” Javen told him with a smile.


“You crossed through Federation space, in a Mandalorian warship of a design we have never seen before.” Corbin spoke calmly. “You stop at the Jedi Praxeum on Ossus, caused a great deal of destruction and injury, kidnap several Jedi and make your way here. What exactly am I suppose to deduct from these actions? What do I tell my superiors?”


Javen lifted his mug of caffa and sipped. “Is that what Undien told you? That I caused all the destruction at the Praxeum? That I attacked it?”


Corbin nodded. “To a degree yes.”


“Did Master Undien also tell you the armored troops that attacked the Praxeum were under my direction?” Javen asked.

Corbin nodded. “Yes.”

Javen nodded and got to his feet as Jaiin entered, carrying a steaming mug of caffa. He went directly to Corbin and held it out. Larl hesitated, looking at him, and then looking at Javen.


“Colonel… if I had wanted you dead… you would be dead.” Javen told him honestly. “The galley here is run by an older Mandalorian man who insists on only the best ingredients for his cooking. He has outgrown his field abilities due to his age, but he makes some of the best caffa in the universe. He has a supply ship run monthly visits to Coruscant to gain many of these ingredients. It is quite safe to drink.”


Larl took the mug and without another moments hesitation took a deep pull from the steaming hot liquid. His eyes grew wide at the flavor and smoothness as the liquid went down his throat. It was the finest caffa he had tasted on fifty different worlds and his face showed it. He looked at Javen.


“Excellent.” He said in compliment. He stared at Javen for a long moment. “May I ask a question of a personal nature?”

Javen shrugged. “Certainly… but that doesn’t mean I will answer it.”


“You are Mandalore… and you are from Clan Ordo are you not? You are the leader of your Clan?” Corbin asked.


Javen nodded. “I lead Clan Ordo along with my Uncle Jagi yes.”


“Why is it that you have the name Panlie then?” Larl finished his question. 

Javen smiled. “My full name Colonel Corbin is Javen Kal’Panlie Ordo.” He replied sitting on the edge of the desk. “I go by Javen Panlie to honor my father and my Jedi ancestors who came before me.”

Larl sipped his caffa. “Perhaps one day you’ll allow me to view your history.” 

Javen nodded. “Perhaps I will.” Javen stood up and motioned with his hand to the door. “Follow me Colonel. I want to show you something and bring your caffa.”


Larl got to his feet and fell in behind him as they left the control room and walked down the stone corridor. Larl was aware of Jaiin following them, but at a respectful and discrete distance. He stepped up next to Javen as they walked.


“This Temple is much more extensive than its outer walls suggest it is.” He said in observation. “How old is it?”


Javen smiled. “Nearly forty thousand years if all accounts are accurate; built by a race called the Rakatan.” He replied. “My ancestors discovered it five thousand years ago, and after several pitched battles it became a base of operations for them. It has been improved over the years within the interior. Made larger and expanded into the surrounding hills and mountains below the surface, but the exterior was left for just the purpose of looking simple.”


“Am I to assume I am the first Federation officer to be inside these walls?” Larl asked.


Javen looked at him and smiled. “That would be a correct assumption Colonel.”


Larl estimated they had turned two corners and gone down at least one level by the number of stairs they traversed, and he suddenly found himself standing next to Javen in what appeared to be a medical facility. It was broken into three sections, two of which contained working medical beds and had occupants. The other section held nothing but durasteel tables and all six of the tables contained bodies covered in sheets. He watched Javen step over to one and pull back the sheet. On the table was the dead body of a Trandoshan attired in the same black armor that the bodies he had in his cold storage on the ERRENT HEART. 


“The same soldiers that attacked the Jedi Praxeum attacked the Temple here.” Javen told him. “They tortured and butchered forty-nine of my people, including seven children, before the others were able to initiate a security lockdown and escape to another shielded facility.” Javen explained. “We fought and killed all but three of them when we arrived. They wore stealth generators of a design we have never seen before, and all of them carried lightsabers along with their standard weapons.”


Larl looked at him. “The same as the men who attacked the Praxeum?” He said softly watching Javen’s eyes.

Javen nodded. “If I was controlling them, why would I have them attacked something that already belonged to my people? Why would I have them kill my own people? You seem to have a very good working knowledge of my people Colonel, and if that is actually the case, you would know that Mandalorians regard family as one of the most treasured items we could have.”


Larl Corbin knew that to be very true. He was a student of history and while other officers were out filling the taverns of Coruscant during their academy days, Larl Corbin was studying history. Specifically Mandalorian history. He wanted to know as much as possible about the men and women who were considered the foremost warriors in the galaxy outside of the Jedi. And the only race of people outside of other Jedi who had almost destroyed the Jedi.


Larl nodded. “I like to consider myself at least a student of your people. Yes. And what you say is very true. How do I know you follow those tenets however?”


Javen smiled and looked at Jaiin who stood in the corner off to the side. “I like you Colonel.” He spoke finally.


“May I?” Larl asked motioning to the dead Trandoshan.


Javen nodded. “By all means.”


Larl stepped up to the table and looked at the dead Trandoshan. Larl could see where his chest had been punctured cleanly by a lightsaber, the armor and skin and bone fused from the strike. It was a fatal blow by itself, but he also saw the neat thumb size blaster wound through his left eye that had taken out most of the back of his skull. He looked at Javen.


“I take it they are hard to kill.” He said.


Javen nodded. “Yes. Whoever they are, they also have had some very intense training with lightsabers and hand weapons, so they are not simple mercenaries. Notice the armor they wear?” He spoke motioning to the pile of armor near the other door into the room. “It is a very expensive Verphine Fiber Alloy, enhanced with energy resistant weaving.”


“So blaster fire effectiveness is reduced?” Larl asked.


Javen nodded. “Mandalorian weapons are slightly more powerful than your standard Federation light arms, but yes, the armor makes them slightly more resistant to normal small arms unless you hit them in a vital area.”


“Like the eye socket?” Larl asked with a grin.


Javen nodded. “Like the eyes socket.”


Larl looked at the dead Trandoshan on the table. “About a third of the group that attacked the Praxeum were Trandoshans.” He said evenly. “I was under the impression they were just cut throats and mercenaries.”


Javen’s eyes darkened. “As was I. Forgive me, but Trandoshans do not rank very high on the list of individuals I would invite to my home for a party. In fact they are at the bottom of that potential list if you get my meaning?”


Larl nodded in agreement. “Nor mine and I do understand what you are saying.” He echoed. He looked at Javen then, a light of recognition igniting in his eyes. “It was you… it was you wasn’t it?” He said.


Javen looked puzzled. “Excuse me?”


“Twelve or thirteen years ago.” Larl spoke slowly. “There was a six or seven week period when known Trandoshan mercenaries were ending up dead, their bases utterly destroyed. And not just dead… some of them had been beaten to death viciously. The trail of dead bodies ended at Nar Shaddaa, where it was reported by the HoloNet that one man practically gutted the entire underworld organization there, to include the assassination of the ruling Hutt. It was also reported that any attempt by the Hutts to discover who had actually conducted this operation would result in the destruction of their world. It was reported that it was all done to retrieve a young woman that had been captured by them. It was you, wasn’t it?”

Javen nodded slowly seeing no reason to lie to this man. It wasn’t like they were going to try and arrest him for that little adventure. “Yes… it was me. I didn’t act alone however.”


“Who did they take?” Larl asked.

“The young woman you saw earlier today, the one with the red hair? Her name is Runi’BeTracyn. And she means a great deal to me, and has for many years.” Javen explained. 


“She’s the one wearing the colors of the Mandalorian Crimson Guard?” Larl asked.


Javen smiled in appreciation of Corbin’s knowledge of his people. “I see you know more of my people than you let on Colonel.”

“We know of them. The Crimson Guard anyway.” Larl spoke meeting Javen’s eyes. “We know enough to realize that members of the Mandalorian Crimson Guard are not the type of people you want to get on the bad side of.”


“Runi is the Crimson Guard Commander now.” Javen said with just a little bit of boasting in his voice. What Runi had accomplished was impressive even by Mandalorian standards, and he never missed an opportunity to brag about her. “She has been for nearly eight years now. And she is also my life mate.”


“Lifemate? You mean your wife?”


Javen canted his head slightly his eyes questioning. “Yes. I suppose in your society that would be an appropriate description. In Mando’a she is called Ner Riduur.” (My Wife)

They turned as the older woman came up to them at the table wiping her hands on a small towel. She appeared to be right around Corbin’s age of early to mid forties. “Mandalore.” She spoke in greeting.


Javen nodded at her. “Vima this is Colonel Larl Corbin of the Federation Fleet.” He said. “Colonel this is Vima Ordo.”


Larl nodded to the woman, and watched her dark eyes appraise him completely. “A pleasure to meet you.” He spoke finally.


The woman smiled. “He’s polite.” Vima said looking at Javen. “That’s a change.”

Javen chuckled. “Have you been able to determine anything that would be useful about our guests Vima?”

The woman Corbin noted was obviously a doctor, roughly his age, with long dark hair. She pulled back the sheet until the entire body of the mercenary was exposed. 
“Aside from the fact that they are very dead you mean?” She spoke.

Javen shrugged. “They were in our way.” He spoke.

Vima chuckled. “What we have here is one very dead Trandoshan. Cause of death was a K4 Elite Watchman shot through the brain. You can see it didn’t leave much left of what little brain he had. Secondary injuries included both severed hands. Not exactly the defense you want to raise when faced with a lightsaber, but no one ever accused Trandoshans of being smart. Pass on my appreciation of Jedi Skywalker’s skill if you would Mandalore.”

Javen smiled. “I’ll do that.”

The woman smiled as well. She pointed to the Trandoshans muscular neck. “I found a small tattoo on the left side of his neck, and when I searched the others, they all had the same marking, just in different areas. I entered it into this datapad.” She reached out and held the datapad out to Javen. “All of them were also very high on Nova Dust.”


Corbin looked up from the body of the mercenary and met her eyes. “Nova Dust?” he asked. “What is that?”


“It’s a very powerful stimulant which doubles as a mind control drug.” The woman answered his question. “It’s very addictive, very rare and very expensive to make. It was going to be the next designer drug. A replacement for Death Sticks; but the cost to mass produce it became prohibitive.”


“Why?”


“The main ingredient is a chemical compound found in the poison sack of only one animal in the entire galaxy.” She answered looking at Javen. “The Hssiss Dragon.”


Corbin’s eyes widened. “Hssiss Dragon? I thought they were all extinct. Killed out last century?”


Vima shook her head. “Their numbers are very small, but they do still exist. They are impossibly hard to kill, and their location prohibits large armed parties from taking them down.”


“They are a dark side creature,” Javen said softly. “…thoroughly corrupted by the dark side of the Force. That means whoever is killing them is a member of a small group and is supplying the remains of their kills, specifically this poison sack, to whoever is mass producing this drug.” Javen spoke. “And they are undoubtedly Force sensitive.”

Vima nodded. “Just one or two of these creatures could provide a great deal of the compound needed to make Nova Dust. Once injected with this drug, its addictive rate is something like ninety-nine percent. And the mind of the person will be destroyed in a matter of a few doses, resorting to mindless machines really. Once you are addicted, a constant stream of the drug is needed every few days. Not large doses, as they are not needed due to the power of Nova Dust.”


Larl looked stunned. “And they actually wanted to sell this as a drug?” He asked.


“In one phrase…Repeat customers.” Vima said. “Whoever is making this drug is teroch.” (Pitiless)

Javen looked at her. “Anything else?”


“I can’t do an extensive exam without the facilities on MANDALORE’S HONOR. With your permission I’ll take two specimens up when I depart in the morning.” Vima spoke.

Javen nodded. “That is fine. Destroy the bodies of the others before you depart, and make sure there are ample medical supplies from our ship board stores until the re-supply ships arrived from Gargon.” He told her.

“Consider it done.” The woman said.


“I have over forty of these dead bodies on my ship right now. The ones that attacked the Praxeum.” Larl said looking at Javen. “I damn sure don’t want to take them back to Federation space with me.”


“I suggest putting them all in an airlock and purging them.” Vima told him. “Keep no more than two in a deep freeze. Once you have returned to your location, make sure they are handed over to medical personal with the proper facilities.”


Larl nodded. “I’ll do that.” He said.


“I can have all the data we get transmitted to you if you like? Vima?” Javen said looking at him.


“I’ll hand deliver it as soon as I’m done here.” She answered.


“You… you would do that?” Corbin asked.


“Colonel… we are not enemies.” Javen answered immediately. “And if we are going to forge a relationship among our people, we need to gain trust somewhere correct? I just trust a fellow soldier more than I do a politician.”


“But… but you are Mandalore!” Larl said in surprise.


Javen laughed. “That certainly doesn’t mean I like that distinction.”


Larl Corbin couldn’t help but like this young Mandalorian. He was straight forward and pulled no punches, and if everything he had seen so far was true, he was honest to a fault. He shook his head slowly. “I couldn’t get any sleep now even if I wanted too.” He said.


Javen smiled. “Then allow me to give you a tour of the Temple, and we can talk more.”


Larl nodded. “Sounds good to me.”


Talk.

That was all she had come here for. To talk.


Or was it?


Alana sat on the foot of the bed, completely naked under the thin sheet she held around her body. Her long black hair was tossed about her shoulders, her legs were weak, and her skin was still flush. Her heart was still racing at breakneck speed, the exquisite sensations she had experienced still drifting through her body. She had come to Javen’s quarters only to talk with Runi; until she had seen Runi exiting the refresher, her lithe muscular and tanned body exposed completely to her eyes. The look of surprise on Runi’s face had mirrored Alana’s own stunned expression; especially when Alana had stepped up to her, stared into her cerulean blue eyes and pulled her into a kiss that took away both their abilities to breath. That had begun two hours of the most incredible physical pleasure she had experienced in her life up until this point.

Alana turned and looked at the rumpled sheets of the bed, the memories of what they had shared still ringing in her mind. It had been one of the most intense and pleasurable experiences that Alana could have ever imagined, and it left her wanting more. She reached out and ran her hand over the still warm sheets, a small smile forming on her face. Never had Alana ever considered something like this happening, not even in her most secret fantasies, yet she felt so free now. So alive and charged with emotion and passion and desire. Feelings she had never allowed herself were now coursing through her utterly unchecked and it felt glorious.

“Alana?” The voice broke her thoughts and she turned quickly.


Runi stood in front of her at the foot of the bed, two mugs of steaming caffa in one hand, the other hand holding another sheet tightly around her lush figure. Alana took in the curves of her body, the contour of her lips, and the color of her skin, as well as the decidedly enticing clan tattoos that decorated her body. All of these things were now etched intimately and happily in the deepest recesses of her mind. Alana took the offered mug, as Runi settled slowly next to her on the bed, her legs folded under her. Runi looked quite similar to her, her red hair splashed wildly over her shoulders and around her face, her tanned skin still flush from their activities, and her blue eyes filled with nothing but desire and love. Runi sipped her caffa, looking at Alana over the rim of the mug shyly. It had been very awkward at first, once their passions had cooled and they were lying on the bed trying to determine what to do next. Runi had been in much the same predicament as Alana, the pleasures she had experienced unmatched except for when she was in Javen’s arms. This had been different though, so tender and sensuous, and it had Runi shivering for more. The vibrations rippling through her now only Javen had ever made her feel, and it was something she wanted to feel again without question. The awkwardness had quickly turned to girlish laughter and soft kisses of complete acceptance without shame of what they had done, and they had shared a blisteringly luscious kiss before Runi had gone to get the caffa.

“What are you thinking ner copad?” Runi asked softly.


Alana sipped her caffa, the liquid warming her from the slight chill in the room. “I’m thinking about quite a bit actually.” She replied softly. “Mostly about you and what we have done.”


“Well… you did practically assault me.” Runi said with a large smile and bright blue eyes.


Alana’s eyes widened. “Runi!” She exclaimed with a smile.


“Are all Jedi as repressed as you?” Runi continued the banter with a grin.


“Runi, stop it! We have to… we have to figure out what we are going to do?” Alana said but with a smile remaining on her face. It was a smile that an anti-ship missile could not have removed from her expression.

“What do you want to do Alana?” Runi asked gazing at her.


“I… I don’t really know.” Alana replied honestly. “Nothing like this has ever happen to me.”


“It’s kind of a first for me too you know.” Runi said playfully. She reached out and took Alana’s hand her voice becoming serious. “Do you regret it happen Alana?”


Alana looked at Runi her emerald green eyes wide. “Regret? Force no Runi! I loved it! Every minute of it! And I want to do it again and again!”

Runi batted her blue eyes at Alana quickly. “Well… I like the sound of that!” She said.


“What about… what about Javen? And everyone else?” Alana asked. “What will they say?”


“What about them?” Runi asked, sliding closer to her on the bed. “Did you follow your heart when you came here ner copad?”


Alana met her eyes evenly. “You know I did Runi. You knew all along I would.” She answered with a smile. “The first time in my life I have allowed that to happen and it led me here. And I am so happy it did, but Javen…”


Runi reached up and touched her face. “Do you honestly believe Javen doesn’t know how you feel about him? About me? About us? You share a bond with him Alana, and you share one with me. Javen Panlie is the most powerful man I have ever met Alana, yet he is also the most compassionate and loving man you will ever meet. He loves you just as much as he loves me. I love him just as much as I love you. You…”


“I love you just as much as him.” Alana spoke those words and they felt so very natural rolling off her tongue.


Runi smiled. “We are meant to be together, the three of us. I don’t know as much about the Force as you and Javen, but I know when it tells my heart what I feel is correct. What does it tell you?”

“That we are three parts of a whole.” Alana finally answered. “Incomplete without each other.”


Runi nodded slowly. “Javen and I have shared a bed for seven years, and in all that time regardless of the exquisite pleasures we shared, we both knew we were not complete. When we found you, all the pieces fell into their rightful place in the way of things. I do not care what others will say, and nor should you. You follow a different path than they do Alana Skywalker. Your path is with us; in our lives. Sharing our lives.” Runi smiled shyly and moved closer still. “Besides… Javen Panlie has squashed more than one fool of a man who commented on our relationship.”


“Runi… Javen and I haven’t…” Alana couldn’t help but blush.


Runi laughed softly. “I know that silly. It doesn’t change things. That time will come, and when it does, he’ll leave you as he leaves me, putty in his hands. He will make you feel things ner copad… things you never dreamed you could feel.”


“It will not bother you that we share one man?” Alana asked the question even though she knew what the answer would be, for it was the answer she would have given.


“Will it bother you?”


Alana shook her head quickly. “No, for the very reasons we have been talking about. There is something more between us… the three of us. I have never experienced it before. It’s like a powerful magnet… and it draws us together.”


“You see my point.” Runi said softly.


“What do we tell Javen?” Alana asked.


“He will discover our relationship in his own time ner copad. I believe he suspects something already, but he loves us both far too much to say anything. I think… I think he felt something happening between us… and that he knew what it was. Something that he wanted us to discover on our own if it was meant to happen.” Runi answered. She looked at Alana, her blue eyes bright and playful. “We’ll have to get a bigger bed for our homes on Ordo and Mandalore however.”


“RUNI!” Alana exclaimed with a laugh, Runi joining in as they brought their foreheads together and shared a soft kiss filled with passion and love. Alana’s emerald green eyes were bright and she stared into Runi’s eyes seeing the same hunger in them that she felt stirring in herself. “Can we… can we do it again?”


Runi’s eyebrow went up in questioning sign. “Well… I don’t know… someone might walk in on us or… you know… they could…”


Runi’s words were silenced as Alana kissed her deeply their tongues entwining and singing a song that only the two of them could hear. She dropped her mug of caffa onto the floor next to Alana’s, and allowed Alana’s armed to encircle her and  pull her back onto the bed as their spirits became one with each other as well as their physical forms.


Two pieces of the puzzle had come together as one.

