Chapter 2

“Senator Vorsilian.  It is a great pleasure to at last meet you and be able to welcome you to our humble home.”  The Queen smiled as the old senator bowed a little stiffly, leaning heavily on his sturdy ebony cane.

“Many thanks, your Highness, for doing so much to make me feel welcome.  My aide, Captain Astoris, informs me that you have been most helpful.”

“It is our pleasure, Senator; we rarely receive guests of your status in Naboo these days.  We are long removed from the planet that helped Palpatine rise to power.  I’m afraid that after Coruscant you will find us little more than a backwater planet in a far-off region of the galaxy.”

“When such a planet contains a lady such as yourself it could never be considered a backwater,” proclaimed Vorsilian gallantly.  The Queen smiled.

“You must join me for dinner later, Senator.  I have much I would relish discussing with you.”

“I would be honoured, ma’am.”  Again he bowed stiffly, and the Queen swept from his presence, regal, tall.  Galadriel approached her master and saluted.

“Welcome to Naboo, Senator,” she said with a smile.

“Ah, Galadriel.  How the sun becomes you,” said Gracchus Vorsilian with a smile.  “It is good to see you again.  How have preparations been coming along?”

“Very well.  There was a report of an unauthorised landing out in the lakes, so Ben has gone to investigate it.  Naturally we will make sure that everything is safe before you travel there.”  Her tone was brisk, competent and reassuring, belying her own insecurity in herself.

“Now, now, you know I have absolute faith in your judgement and of course in Ben’s,” fussed the old man.  “Have my books arrived?  I was worried that the shuttle would be attacked.  They are extremely valuable as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“Your books are perfectly safe, Senator.  I have had them unpacked and shelved in anticipation of your arrival.”

The senator relaxed visibly.  “Excellent work, my dear, excellent work.  Now, perhaps you should escort me to my quarters.  This old man could use a nap before dinner.”

Galadriel smiled, took the old senator’s arm, and walked with him to his apartment in the palace, talking with him respectfully yet garrulously all the way.  Something about Vorsilian drew people out of themselves in ways they had never realised a human being was able to do.

***

Benjamin Astoris ordered the small squadron of men that he had brought with him to investigate the landing of an unauthorised vessel in the area to set up camp along the bank of a small stream.  The field through which it ran was kind with grain, ready to be harvested.  The sun setting over the horizon cast a red-gold glow over the whole scene, and Benjamin was strangely reminded of times passed, times he missed, yearned for with his entire being, but would never be able to recapture.  The scene before his eyes was idyllic, the kind of place he had longed to settle down with the one woman in his life that he had ever really truly loved; but that had not been destined.

With a barely audible sigh, Benjamin set to helping his men erect their tents alongside the stream, helped cook over a small campfire, and drank ice cold spring water, painting onto his face the smile he was accustomed to wear.  He was not to know how hollow a smile it looked, how shocking.  For although his lips curved to it, and his cheek dimpled, and he gave all the signs of being happy, still that smile had never once reached his eyes.

Not since her.

***

He gazed at her with some mixture of horror and pity in his eyes, this woman he had loved, and she stared back with eyes of defiance, eyes of a wild animal, cornered, awaiting death.  Broken welts from the whip on her back oozed colourless fluid that trickled over her honey-coloured skin, and bruises marred the beauty of her face.  How harshly had they treated her, he thought, and his love burned in his breast, for mother of his half-brother even though she was, and killer of his father, still he could not help but worship her.

As though knowing his thoughts, her lip curled up.  “I didn’t kill him,” she spat, snarling like a wolf.  “If you have only come to gloat, brother of my son, then leave me now.”

Like a whipped dog, Benjamin slunk back, his bluer than blue eyes smarting with tears of shame, for she knew his heart so well.  Still he could not leave, but hovered at the periphery of her vision as though waiting for her to move, to speak, to forgive.  She did not.  He came back towards her, gathered the courage to gently lay his fingers on her cheek.  She did not move away, and he gazed into her eyes once more.

“I have loved you,” he finally choked out, “since the moment the stars were created in the heavens.  I have watched you, like a fool, and never knew how you loved my own father.  Why didn’t I know?”

She stared into his eyes for a moment, as though seeking some sign, and then she smiled.  “I loved the ideal of your father, not the man himself,” she said gently.  “I wish I had had the wisdom to know the difference between the two.  You will forget me, Benjamin.  You too loved an image that is not real.”

He shook his head.  Emphatic denial, and his voice when he spoke was tortured.  “No,” he said, and the tears flowed freely from his eyes, staining his shirt.  “I loved you.  I would take you now, with my father’s blood still on your hands, and give you everything I could.”

She looked down then, and he could see the glimmer of tears in her eyes.  Unable to help himself he gently pressed his lips to hers, felt the quiver of assent in them, kissed her as he had always wanted, since the moment he had first laid eyes on her.  He pulled away at last, smiled into her eyes.  His love was realised at last, until the cold hardness of reality touched his soul with icy fingers.

“Yes,” she said gently.  “They’re burning me today.”  He touched the chains at her wrists.

“If… if I let you go,” he whispered.  “If I let you go, can you get away?”  Her eyes widened.  “I love you,” he murmured.  “I would rather you live where I can never see you or touch you, and know that you live, than watch you die today.”

“Then let me go,” she said.  He fumbled with her chains, hands shaking, and then threw his cloak around her shoulders, pressed a blaster into her hands.

“Go,” he said, and she saw the tears in his eyes as she turned to the door.  Some last vestige of human kindness made her turn back, kiss his lips gently.

“I wish I had loved you,” she said.  And then she was running, he knew not where, and only her words echoed in his mind.  “I wish I had loved you.”

***

Scant miles away from where Captain Benjamin Arsenen had laid his camp, four figures sat around a small fire and toasted the meat of a small animal they had killed earlier.  Rekio and Pip were drowsing, propped up on their packs, and Mairin and Sebastian remained alone, huddled over the fire, talking.  It had grown cold in the late evening, and both now wore overcoats, Mairin’s a black velvet lined with black fur, Sebastian’s a simple padded affair of plain cloth.  Their faces were lit up in the firelight, and Sebastian’s eyes glowed like molten orbs of metal.

“I can’t agree with you for a single moment,” declared Sebastian, heated in the discussion.  “There’s simply no way that Alhandra’s poetry even remotely compares to Khansa’!”

“Unbelievable!” exclaimed the High Priestess, her eyes sparkling.  She loved a debate like this.  “Alhandra uses much more powerful imagery!”

“Call yourself a Krath,” cried Sebastian.  “Really!  How can lines like ‘Irredeemable, my love entwined, enchained’ be compared to ‘Love is not love that leaves behind the soul’?”

“You’re very passionate about the subject,” commented Mairin, smiling.  She gazed at him with eyes softened by the darkness, the starlight around them and the firelight before them.

Sebastian looked up at her, smiled.  She caught her breath, against the unthinkable.  Framed by stars, with the firelight shining on his eyes, he was beautiful; her mind and her soul were captured with the stirrings of an emotion she had not felt since…

“Are you ok?” he asked suddenly.

“What?” Blank eyes.  “Oh.  I’m… I’m fine,” she said.

“You looked like you were a thousand miles away,” he said gently.

She smiled.  “I was,” she said softly.  “I was.”

***

The morning dawned fresh and the sun shimmered over the plains, beginning to send up hazy waves of heat from the baked earth.  Autumn would come soon here, touch the trees with gold and fire, and then cede to white crisp snow.  Mairin looked over the scene, feeling their beauty, watching the mountains crowd the clouds with their shoulders, the white peaks like hair or scarves covering a sage old head.

Sebastian stood beside her, mute, respecting her reverie and keeping silent throughout it.  Rekio and Pip were tossing what looked suspiciously like a thermal detonator between themselves as they headed off towards the capital city of Naboo.  He and Mairin would follow after them, and meet them later in a bar there, to drink and talk without arousing suspicion.  Together they would wait, for a short while, concealed in the long grass.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sebastian saw the glint of the sun off some metallic object, and heard Mairin’s exhalation of breath as his body crashed into hers, bearing her to the ground.  All the breath knocked out of her by the force of slamming into the ground, his body landing heavily on top of hers, she did not move, and Sebastian rolled away from her, pulling a pair of electrobinoculars from his pack and focussing in on where he had seen the glint.

Recovered from her undignified fall into the ground, Mairin first punched him hard in the arm, and then took the binoculars off him and looked for herself.  “Republic troopers,” she said softly.  Sebastian began working his hand into his pack for a thermal detonator.  “No!” she said, voice low and urgent.  Sebastian looked up at her.  “We can’t kill Republic troops for no reason,” she said.  “They might be expected to report somewhere, and killing them would merely alert people to our presence.  We’ll just lie low for a while, and see what happens.”

She returned to watching the troopers, scanning her binoculars over their lines.  When she came to the last of them, she recognised first his uniform as that of a Republic Captain, highly decorated and honoured.  Then she recognised the man, let out a strangled choke of surprise.  Sebastian glanced up at her, fingered the detonator in his pack.  “I said no,” she snarled.  She continued watching him.  “Benjamin,” she breathed, so low of voice that Sebastian, right next to her, didn’t even catch the name.

“What if they know about the Firebird?” said Sebastian suddenly.  “They might impound it or something.”

“In that case,” Mairin said with an evil smile, “we’ll just ‘un-impound’ it before we leave.”

“And Laila?” murmured Sebastian.

“I’m sure we can manage to un-impound her too, now quiet.”

Sebastian rolled his eyes, removed his hand from his pack, but drew his blaster, cautious.  Whatever those troopers did, he wanted to be ready.  Meanwhile Mairin focussed the binoculars even closer on Benjamin’s face, her breathing unsteady.  His eyes glinted bluer than blue as ever, his hair thick and dark gold under the Republic uniform cap.  He was sweating slightly in the hot early morning sun, his uniform evidently too warm for the climate.  His eyes appeared tired, and there was something lifeless and sad about them.  A long scar that had not been there when she had last seen him adorned his left cheek.  In his hands was a pair of electrobinoculars much like those in hers, and it was from those that Sebastian had seen his metallic glint.

Unable to bear watching anymore, she turned onto her back, staring up at the white clouds, fighting back tears, not of unrequited love, but nostalgia and remembrance.  He had released her, and she remained ever grateful for that; if only she had brought him with her, tried.  Maybe things would not be as they were now, maybe she and he could have forgotten the past and been people, real, happy.  Instead… instead.

“What’s wrong?” whispered Sebastian.  “Should I kill them or what?”

“I said no.  Leave them.  We’ll move on once they’re gone.”  Sebastian watched her, the jewel of blood forming on her lip as she bit down into the soft flesh.

***

Ben Arsenen looked around himself in surprise.  He had not been in training as a Jedi for long, only since his wife had told him that he “should”, that it was a waste of his potential not to do so.  He had not wanted to after his father’s death, after he had seen what had happened to his father, the woman he loved, because of their Jedi powers.  Still he had done as Galadriel had wanted, more out of memory for Mairin than a real desire to learn.  Somehow something had penetrated that field of lack of training, made him reach for his training sabre.  A known presence, but one that disquieted him.  One that would, he felt, cause trouble.  The urge to contact Galadriel, to let her know, touched him, and then, with a callous thought, he overrode it.  She should contact him, she had been the one unreasonable this time.  Smouldering in the anger of his argument with her, in turmoil with emotions that had been stirred up here that he had buried deep down, Benjamin was fighting a battle, not just with himself, but with the Dark Side.

With a wrench, he turned his thoughts back to the task at hand, continued scanning the area for a YT-2400.  Slowly they moved on, but over the crest of the next hill it came into view, glittering, a far off hunk of metal, glistening with the fire of the sun on it.

Slowly they advanced on it.

***

Laila Maine looked up at the troopers advancing on her, and made a snap decision not to fight.  There were simply too many of them.  Instead, she stood waiting for them.  Their leader, a Captain by the look of his uniform, approached her as she was ringed by his soldiers, and others went to check the inside of the Firebird, looking for more people.

“I’m Captain Benjamin Arsenen,” he said, giving her a courteous nod of the head.  “My apologies for disturbing you, ma’am, but you seem to have made an unauthorised landing here.”

“That’s quite correct, Captain, I have.  My apologies.”

Benjamin raised an eyebrow.  The red-headed, green-eyed woman smiled disarmingly.  “I’m just here to see the sights, Captain, no need to worry about a thing, I assure you.  I simply dislike the bustle of cities, and prefer to come and go as I please.”

One of the troopers interrupted.  “Captain, we found this on board.”  Benjamin took it, and almost instantly fell to his knees from the shock of touching the lightsabre put into his hand.  The darkness surrounding it was palpable, strong.  It bore the trace of its owner, had been steeped in the blood of vengeance at one time and another.  He gasped in shock.  How could any soul, he wondered, any human being, be so wrathful, so vengeful, so blackened, so profaned?

“Is this yours?” he rasped.  The red-headed woman smiled at him.

“No.  The woman who carries it has left the ship already.  You must have passed her on her way to the city.”

“I saw no one,” said Benjamin, uncomprehending, until he remembered the presence, and felt an icy wash of fear.  He should have followed up the lead.  He should have contacted Galadriel.  Looking up at his squadron’s Executive Officer, he spoke.  “Take the woman and the ship back to the capital.  I will follow on foot with a small party of footsoldiers and try to locate this Jedi.  Warn Captain Astoris that there may be a Sith attempting to enter the city.”

Laila laughed, a joyless bitter laugh.  “A Sith?  Hah!  The woman is a Krath.”

Benjamin felt a curious dislike for the woman cross his soul.  He turned away and walked towards a small group of men.  Time was of the essence.  Wordlessly, they joined him as he headed back over the hill, back towards where he had felt that strong presence.

***

Mairin and Sebastian slipped unnoticed through the back streets of the city, seeking out a bar, and settling themselves into a booth with a couple of drinks.  With her lightsabres concealed from view, Mairin was just an ordinary woman, sun kissed, eyes shaded from the sun by dark glasses.  They sat in silence, the woman gazing around what was, by normal standards, a very light and airy bar.  The people seemed happy, lively and talkative.  Rekio and Pip, she spotted out of the corner of her eye, were engaged with playing a game of Sabacc with a group of aliens.

Her lip curled slightly.  Gungans.  Those disgusting creatures.  Sebastian shrugged, looked up at the door, and then started talking to her.

“Don’t look now, but there’s a bunch of Republic troopers in the doorway.”

“What are they up to?” demanded Mairin.

“Checking people’s papers by the looks of it.  They must have found the Firebird.”

“Damnit.  They’re just standing there?”

“Yeah.  They must realise there are more people around than just Laila.”

“I guess she hasn’t told them who yet though.  Of course she will.  We’ll have to think of another way to get out of here.  For the meantime, let’s just sit and enjoy our drinks.  We’re not in any hurry anyway.”

***

“A Krath?  Are you sure?” demanded Galadriel.  She looked shaken.  Benjamin nodded, held out the lightsabre.

“I felt a presence on the way to find the ship, but it didn’t really compute as being anything important.  By the time I realised that it must have been a Dark Jedi then it was too late.  I came back in the hopes of finding the woman, but it just wasn’t feasible.  I’ve sent the troops out looking at people’s papers and identity cards for the meantime.”

“That’ll just alert her that we know she’s here,” sighed Galadriel.  She shook her head, her hand reaching involuntarily to her own sabre.

“I wanted to ensure that Vorsilian would be safe.  Where is he?”

“In a meeting with the Queen.  He intends to go out through the city tomorrow.”

“I do not think we should allow that.  This must be an assassination attempt, and we must find these people before they manage to attack the Senator.  Perhaps we should have him repair to the lakes for his visit there and then return once these people have been apprehended?”

“I agree.  We should also question the prisoner in more detail and find out who this Krath woman is.”

Benjamin nodded, serious, too engrossed in thinking about Vorsilian’s safety and apprehending the Krath to consider that he and Galadriel, for once, weren’t arguing.  “I’ll inform the Senator to prepare to leave the city tomorrow morning.”  He snapped his fingers at a guard, beckoning him over.  “Bring Laila Maine to our apartment.  We’ll talk with her there.”

Galadriel nodded.  “I’ll meet you there, Ben,” she said gently, and touched his arm.  He nodded back, strode off, and did not look back, whilst Galadriel made her way to the apartment they had been given in the palace, not too far from Vorsilian’s.

Benjamin joined her there only moments before the captive Laila was brought in by the guards.  She took one look at Galadriel.

“Holy shit,” she proclaimed, and her legs went out from underneath her and she sat on the floor.

Surprised, Benjamin and Galadriel looked at each other, and, unable to hide the hope that flared in his eyes, Benjamin looked away first.  “You… I didn’t even realise…” murmured Laila.  “You’re working on both sides?”

“What do you think my name is?” asked Galadriel, softly, yet dangerously.

“That’s a stupid question.  Mairin Astoris of course.  High Priestess of the Krath, Dark Side Adept, however the heck many other titles you have.  Dangling two men at once are we?”

Benjamin looked at the ground, feeling sick to his stomach.  She was here.  On this world.  His hopes fulfilled, his dreams of seeing her just once more maybe about to come true.  She was here.

“My name is Galadriel.  The woman of whom you speak is my sister,” said his wife, a sour twist in her lips.

Laila looked at Benjamin for a moment, then back at Galadriel more closely.  “Your eyes are different from hers,” she said at last.  “Hers are violet.  Sebastian says he could never get enough of looking into her eyes.”

“Who’s Sebastian?” demanded Benjamin.

“He’s the leader of my particular operation.  He works for her.  We all do.  She pays us to do what she wants, and this time she wanted to come with us.”

“Why have they come here?” asked Galadriel.

“Some Senator’s here with a bunch of valuable books.  Our dear High Priestess is a bit of a collector.  If you get my drift, of course.”

“So she’s after Vorsilian’s books,” said Galadriel softly.  “Hmm.”  She paused for a moment, contemplating, and then smiled.  It was a smile that, dislike Mairin as she did, made Laila’s blood run cold on the woman’s account.  It was nasty, cruel and predatory.  It was the smile of a twisted and fractured soul, one of a mind dastardly and calculating.  There was more here than met the eye.  “I think the Supreme Chancellor would relish the opportunity to find out first hand what these Sith have been up to.”

“Krath,” corrected Laila.  “She’s a Krath.”

“Her affiliation does not interest me,” said Galadriel coldly.  “Her capture, interrogation and subsequent death do.”

The viper-like ascerbity with which the words were spoken was enough to make Laila shiver in fear.  With the choice of facing either this woman, or the other who had stolen the heart of her own heart’s desire, Laila knew she would not choose to face this one.
