CHAPTER 69.0

Casper’s growing concerns covered a lot of different subjects. The latest one was for the health of Yhon, when half way through the hyperspace jump Juna had shut off his ship’s environmental controls. She reasoned, “He needs to go to sleep so I can land both ships.” That meant she had to let Yhon pass out due to the lack of air and reasonable operationally temperature. Given the size of the ship, that was going to be quick.
Still, Juna did not turn on any systems even as she dropped the Flora Noir out of hyperspace and her destination appeared in the view port. Casper was going to remind her to turn Yhon’s ship systems back on until he saw the whitish globe and chuckled. She asked, “What?”
“This is Destination Five?” Casper pointed at the view as he looked at her. “This is Dagobah!?!” Juna shrugged her shoulders, but then she looked at him in understanding. “Yes, this is where Master Yoda and I lived at the beginning of my life. You own this world?!?”

“I have the paperwork,” said Juna. “I didn’t know I owned it until Mother relinquished her ownership of it when she left us. In fact there is no planetary name listed on the original bill.” Her systems told her the Millennium Falcon had just returned to real space. She flipped the comm system on and said, “Follow my lead, Muriel: this place is going to be crazy to fly in.”
“I know: the scans are already rebounding triple on that ozone layer,” remarked Muriel. “What about your passenger?”

“He’s going to land alright,” remarked Juna coldly. She did nothing for Yhon’s ship as she lead Muriel towards the surface. Casper was about to get the systems working until Juna said, “Don’t! He could be in a trance, just waiting for the air supply to come back on.”
“We can’t land this way,” said Casper, trying not to say that Yhon’s life was important. It was, but he was certain that method would not elicit any sympathy from Juna.

“YOU can’t land this way.” Juna never lost her focus as her ship began to shake, buckle, and her instruments warned she was still docked to another ship. The design of the Noir and its systems could accommodate a docked ship in space flight, but not in atmospheric travel; especially not when the skies of the atmosphere were so turbulent and as thick as Dagobah’s skies where. Still, Juna held it together and fought the laws of spatial physics.

The comm barely working, Muriel’s voice garbled, “Juna…can’t land that way with your…load.”
“Just follow my presence, Muriel, I know what I am doing,” insisted Juna. She took one of her hands off the controls, which made the ship really sway and shake, and she keyed in some commands.
Casper noted the tasks and said, “Well, I’m not doing anything important. I could have done that.”
“I need the practice.” Juna then cut Yhon’s ship loose. The Noir flew as fine as it could be after she made the slightest course correction. “Muriel, still with me.”
“Barely.” The audio then got suddenly better. “Found the envelope.”

“Great. Just follow it.” Juna just calmly let out a breath and said, “Yhon’s ship should be coming on now.”

“It didn’t look powered up when you released him,” noted Muriel.

Casper shot Juna a look and said, “You dropped him without power?”

“You said I couldn’t land that way. Don’t worry, before he hits the ground the power will come on. Very abruptly.”

He shook his head and gave up. The ride the rest of the way was smooth, and finally the fog broke and the ships glided to a stop, and slowly landed on a clear mesa that no one could spot at any distance with any eyes. Casper’s knowledge of Dagobah was long in time but short in knowledge; Yoda had kept him close to their home, venturing only so far, and was told nothing really about the lost world’s history. What Casper did know was not heart felt; the planet was absolutely cursed with the dark side of the Force, and in some places, like this very mesa, it was saturated in it. The curse of darkness here melted into one’s soul like butter on warm bread.
Casper ventured when he felt the Noir land, “You’ve been here before?” Juna considered him. “When you told Muriel the sky was crazy to navigate-.”

“Its just one of those things,” began Juna, seemingly tired of trying to explain it as Yhon’s ship, with power, was landing peacefully in front of them. “I just know.” 
Juna sprang out of her seat quickly and rushed to the back. With Casper on her heels, she opened one of the equipment lockers and produced a starship locking node. The ramp was lowering while she had fetched the node, and was out of Noir and rushing over to Yhon’s ship.

The hatch to the tiny vessel opened…

Juna’s right hand shot towards it just as something very tiny was coming out, and in the next blink of an eye Yhon was thrown hard back in. The following blink had the Elfin Jedi Master’s lightsaber flying towards Juna’s left hand. Her right hand gestured, and the Dark Side quickly engaged the ship’s hatch controls. At the data port next to the ship’s primary hatch Juna slammed the node into the socket and activated it. The node used to secure ships in dry dock; all the ship’s functions were permanently locked out from the computer core, now tied directly to the Noir, effectively imprisoning Yhon within the ship. He could not even employ the emergency hatch studs to escape.
Strolling around to the cockpit with swagger and purpose, Juna saw Yhon scramble to the bubble that was his flight station and try a few buttons. She tapped the glass and showed him his weapon just as Yhon was trying to find it. The green Sith Hunter frowned at her. She shrugged her shoulders at him, and had him watch her vanish in a pool of gathering shadows, causing Yhon’s eyes to bulge and ears to flicker. Teleportation with the Force would cause any Jedi to react so shocked.
Casper came around where Juna once stood, and shook his head. He looked up at Yhon, and the small Jedi Master thumped his fist against the glass, pleading for his fellow Jedi to help him. As the Millennium Falcon finally touched down with a thump, he just shook his head at Yhon. The diminutive Sith Hunter sulked, his mouth moved, and what was said was kept inside by the vibration-proof duraplast.
Casper just turned and looked around, seeing nothing else unless he looked down. The mesa, it turned out, was a structure, not a natural slab of rock. None of Dagobah’s rot was on it. Four meters by four meters by four meters of shaped stone comprised it, and upon every available space he could see hieroglyphics were inscribed; tightly together, one did not trip on the inscriptions. He realized, upon recognition, many of the symbols were of the Sithian Slurve, the calm language the Jedi Order had always read off the entity Xulm, the misconceived Sithian Language Ball; other parts of the inscription were of different scribes that Casper could not decipher. What he could read left him sick as a man more than uneasy as a Jedi nonetheless, as one line went:
‘The soulless have the right to take the souls of others, for the ones with souls are such selfish creatures filled with weakness and ineptitude. Never take the life of a child; kill their parents, kill their knowledge, and forever they will remain a child: weak, inept, dumb: they will grow up to be your slaves. It is the right of the Greaters to own the Lessers: this is reality, this is the truth’.

The shadows rose off the unnatural, built slab of the mesa and Juna emerged from them, sans Yhon’s lightsaber, a minute later. Her arms were just covered in mud up to the elbows. She seemed a bit too giddy for doing something a reasonable jailor would do. She went over to Yhon’s ship and gave that cockpit bubble a slap, leaving a muddy handprint on it. She mocked, “Try to find your ‘Life’ now, Jedi scum!”
Casper intercepted her when she turned around and took hold of her shoulders. Juna blinked, startled by his sudden grasp of her shoulders. He said, “He’s defeated. There’s no need to mock him. You’ve proven your point.”
Juna appeared to get it, but she said, “I don’t think so.” She mellowed and added, “For you, though, I will stop.”
Stopping her from moving on, Casper said, “You are drawing power from this place. It is affecting you. You were easier to be around before landing. This is a cursed, Sith place, you should reconsider.”

Juna calmly moved Casper’s off her shoulders. She said, “I’m already cursed.” She moved past him towards the Falcon. “This place hides all us, in the Force and from orbital scans; transmission from the surface are impossible. It will shelter us until we figure out where we stand before we fight the Sith Hunters.”
Casper stopped himself from stopping her with his hands, so he tried with words. “I would almost agree with you, except that perhaps we should see what Angelleia is really doing. She got herself caught on purpose. I think she wants to convince the others to stop. It will be difficult without Jrimmer Dugal there.”

“You just don’t get it, do you!” Juna snapped around on her heels and got in his face. “Madex has me now! He knows I can’t let him have Angelleia! I know what he can do, Casper, and with the truth he will turn her against me! The others following him are too lost to see what is being done to them!” She pointed back at Yhon’s ship and said, “Have a casual conversation with him, see it for yourself!”

When she turned he went to follow, but Juna yelled without looking, “I insist!” The weight of her words pushed against Casper’s whole body. He heeded at least her warning; he didn’t want to try again to say give peace a chance; he was only pointing out what Angelleia was trying to do. Clearly it was no comfort.
“You’re not very good at soothing Sith Maidens,” remarked Casper to himself. He honestly retreated back to the Flora Noir, figuring that they were going to camp here regardless of how he felt about the evil place. And, even when she was cryptic, she was right: plans needed to be done to save Angelleia by physical force, if necessary. Yet still he held on to hope that everything could be resolved without it.
-----------------

CHAPTER 69.1

“Auntie June!”
Just inside the Falcon, Juna was intercepted by a little bigger, little older, but still familiar Diggory Arnes. He was just a shade under his late father’s height, and he gripped her without a care or worry in the universe. For just that moment, much of the evil she felt within her, and not from Dagobah as Casper had partially surmised, faded from her face and person. She reached down and hugged his head; it had been a long time since they saw each other.
“Oh, my Boy,” said Juna. “Oh, you have grown so much!” She rubbed his red hair. “You are growing up too fast, much too fast!”
Diggory slowly pulled away and looked up at her with his big, purple eyes. Sadly, he asked, “Auntie June, you feel so cold.”

That saddened her right away, seeing that Diggory was so worried about her. She said, “More than usual?” Her attempts at lightening the fact only made his head bob up and down. With a sigh, she brushed his short hair and said, “I do not mean to frighten you. Rest assure, I will never hurt you, my fine Boy.”

Without asking, Juna separated herself from Diggory and proceeded to the rear hold where Muriel and Rose would be. There, Rose laid face down, her head turned to one side, unconscious; a large treatment patch for burns covered her whole back. Muriel was seated next to her, noting Juna’s arrival, dressed in a casual robe, her red hair singed badly, her damaged right arm in a sling, her fingers and other parts of her body seen and unseen covered in anti-burn ointment. Unlike her Son, Muriel was too much subdued, and Juna already knew why.
Rather uncomfortably, Juna just got to the point and asked, “He was that good, Old Woman?”
Muriel sniffed and mused, “If I was fifteen years younger and fifteen pounds lighter and have all my skill now the fight turns out differently.” She shook her head. “That bombardment distracted me all to hell. Phetter seemed just as surprised by that Trade Federation attack as he was when he realized he was picking on Rose here first.”

Juna said, “That attack was no coincidence. All of the Sith’s enemies, all of his liabilities, on one world, a Sith agent on hand? I would not pass on an opportunity to attack if I were them.”

“Pretty fast in getting such a thing together,” said Muriel matter-of-factly. “Something tipped this Sith off.”
Juna became haunted, and was now more than ever convinced. “The Force is unusually strong in him. That much is clear.”
Diggory walked by Juna and went over to his mother. Muriel gave him a hug and said, “You should go outside and meet an old friend of mine. He’s a Jedi. A good Jedi” she corrected quickly “named Casper Knightshade.”

“Him?” Diggory was enthusiastic, but that changed to apprehension when he looked between his Mom and his aunt in name only. So glumly he said, “Okay.” He walked solemnly from the room and was on his way.

Muriel continued on. “Rose’s back will heal, but it’ll need time to do it. A good bacta soak will help.”

“I have a bacta bath on the Noir,” reminded Juna.

“After that about a month away from wearing anything tight on her skin,” continued Muriel, implying a medical reality as well as a combat one. In any coming fight, Rose could not wear Saberskin; she would be vulnerable to any attack. “Skin is an organ, just like the heart, you can only put it through so much, and it’s much harder to replace.”
Juna sighed, keeping her frustration in check, and she asked, “And you?”

“Clavicle broke and the upper parts of the scapula cracked to hell,” said Muriel, gesturing her lame arm. “Needs surgery: the Force alone is not going to mend it enough for practical use. Other than burns and a bruised pride, I’ll live.” She looked Juna up and down and asked, “How about you?”
Juna closed her eyes on that, looking downward. Muriel knew she was physically fine. She pushed herself up and cursed, “Cripes, Juna, what were you thinking!”

“I was thinking it was the only choice I had,” remarked Juna, bringing her head up, gaining some strength. “Things came up, plans changed….”
“Then you should have taken Angelleia to the Outer Rim, to the Unknown Regions, maybe even to Casper’s home world, ever thought of that!” Muriel ran her good hand through her hair. “For crying out loud, that’s all you had to do! Just run away!”
Juna snapped back at Muriel, “And what, leave you and Diggory and Casper and Jarah and Deannta and everyone else-.”

“Yes!”

“…behind, no, I couldn’t -.”

“You can, you’re just that-.”

“…do that-.”

“….selfish!”

“Selfish!”

Muriel held up her hand and reminded, “Who was it that told me that I and my Son should run, hide, pretend to be dead, for our sakes?” She waited for an answer, even when she knew, but demanded, “Who?”

Juna said, “I asked you to do what needed to be done, for all our sakes!”

“Selfish!” Muriel got close to Juna and pointed right in her face. “My Husband is not dead one day and you are telling me and Diggy to join him!” She gestured towards the corridor. “I’ve been standing barefoot on broken glass trying to hold a greased-up vase since. And then it happened: one of Phetter’s men got onboard this ship with just Diggory on it.” She noted Juna’s apologetic expression. “Yes! Yes, back on Fandanko, while I was busy saving the galaxy from itself! It terrified him! And least not forget, he had only a day to grieve for his father as well!”

“I’m sorry,” said Juna. “The road has been just as hard on you as it has on me.”
“Oh, I’m not done with you!” Muriel flicked Juna’s nose with her finger to get her attention again.

Juna let the flick pass.

Muriel continued, “I can understand the need to go to Zonloki, but after that I couldn’t put my Son in danger anymore. Over the past few years it was in and out, smooth as silk. Then it just blows up, and I thought you would get Bella back, you go away, because I was going away. I hung around, though, hoping you would call it a time! But no, you get it in your thick skull that we all needed to be at Ancesca! My God, we all could have been slaughtered by that bombardment! What good would our sacrifices have been then?”
Juna frowned and reminded, “I told you we were going to war with the Sith!”

“The Sith doesn’t necessarily include ten divisions of xenophobics in control of war automations with heavy aerial artillery! But great thinking there, fearless leader: you put us all in jeopardy and you left your daughter out there to be taken!” Muriel shot a gesture towards Rose. “She nearly got herself killed!”
“I didn’t ask her to come!” retorted Juna. She put her hands together, urging herself more than her best friend to calm. If it was anyone else, the argument would not have escalated to this point; Juna would have killed anyone else, she felt it. Muriel was her sister in spirit, and it would take much more than she was expressing to get her to harm her.

“I understand why you are upset,” began Juna evenly. “It looks like I just threw everyone into a suicide mission: first one to the Blue Seed wins, losers die. That was not my intention.” She shook her head, “I regret many things, believe me I do. But what was I suppose to then back then? I was doing everything I could to save every one of us before that Federation blockade boxed us in on Naboo. And being the Sith were behind it, what makes you believe we would not be targeted? You and your son would have been the first ones murdered!”
Juna walked over to Rose and she stroked her Ward’s hair. “Or worse, they could have taken Diggy away from your cold, dead hands. So the alternative was his parents dead and perhaps he forever twisted and shaped by the Sith!” She turned to regard Muriel. “As much as my idea put you in the Sith’s way it kept you safe from them, and it worked this long!” She put a hand to her chest. “I never, never wanted the two of you hurt, not at my expense, but the reality is this: the Sith, left unchecked, are going to get to us one way or another! You would never let an enemy get that chance before!”
“That was before I had my Child!” bellowed Muriel. “I never wanted this adventuring for him in the first place!”

“Then run, Muriel!” Juna just shook her head slowly and threw one of her hands up in the air. “You have opportunities, here’s a new one: run! Just run! Take your own advice: Take Diggy and just go! Take Rose with you too! Why have you waited this long to realize it isn’t worth your lives!”

“Don’t you dare do that!” yelled Muriel. She inhaled deeply and just continued, “I didn’t want this for any of us! When you came to me, at Dizzy’s funeral, and you just said what you said….I didn’t want to believe it.” Exhaling to hold back emotion-filled pain, she said, “How could I say no to you then? You made the point that there was no where we could go, and we have an obligation to our friends and to our loved ones. Terese, Jarah, Cessa, all of them. That’s why I said yes then. That’s why I wanted to do it.”
Muriel wiped at her face, but she was not shedding any tears. “But as much as I love them, and love you, I realized there was something far more important than any of you, Naboo, the Republic, even my own life. Diggory is all I have left that I want in this life. In that fact, I thought you had the same mindset the moment you got your Gessa back.” She shook her head and said, “But no: you’re too damn selfish when it comes to making sure this galaxy is alright. After those hearings, even if Coaxial was exposed as a fraud, I realized the galaxy doesn’t need saving from itself. Its acting like it needs saving from us; from us, Juna, if that’s their feeling, I’m fine with it. They can sort this crap and fend for themselves; they did it before, they did it without us. I was so hoping you would see that and just say, ‘Screw them’. And you’re right; I should have said something sooner. I had nearly five years to say it!”
Juna said, “You just did.” The Sith Maiden worked her mouth around the subject matter as it was repeated in her mind. “You’re right: priorities change when you have a child to consider over other people. I should have never asked you to do this for the sake of my Gessa.”
Muriel squeezed her eyes shut tight on that one. She opened her eyes and Juna was not in the room. She was not regretfully with what had to be said, it was the truth. Ultimately what was said had to be said, for the reality of their situation was not going to get better at any time.
-------------

CHAPTER 69.2

Casper had not talked to Yhon as Juna had told him to do. Instead he walked to the edge of the mesa and sat down to contemplate what needed to be done. All the while he ignored Yhon’s pleas in the Force as he stared at what he realized to be more of the mesa expanding outward from its top, flat surface. It was more like a temple than just a flat, societal-made structure, but the fog just made it impossible to tell where its bottom was, or if there were any openings to suggest this was a temple. He did see unusual groves upon the structure; they looked like footprints; there was a pattern to them suggesting rhythm and stepping, a three-legged creature. It was just a mindless curiosity to deflect the reality, something that diverted his focus; he turned away.

“Hello,” said Diggory. Casper turned on his seat and noted the shy young man. “Mom says I should get to meet you, that you’re one of the good Jedi?”

Casper smirked and frowned at the same time. “I have a biased opinion, but I feel there are no bad Jedi in this galaxy. Just misunderstood ones.” He moved his bare feet around, and to Diggory’s credit he was unafraid of the Saberhide feet. Clearly he had seen such innovation before. “If it helps, I knew your father well.”

“You did?” Diggory looked more relaxed as Casper stood up.

“Yes, we were good friends.” Casper really was not sure if he could go further in treating the young man too much like a child. Puberty was finally catching up with Diggory, so it was better to treat him more like an adult. Problem was he never prepared himself for that: Angelleia was taken away from him, and he never had a Padawan. “Not at first, though, I needed to really grow up around him. I am Casper.”

“I’m Diggory; Auntie June calls me Diggy,” he just said round about. He wondered, “Why haven’t we met before?”
“I had responsibilities,” said Casper plainly. “Duties I had sworn to.”

“I understand,” noted Diggory. “Mom’s been saying that for the past few years since Dad died.” He smirked and looked uncomfortable. “That’s why we have been moving around.”
“His death does sadden me,” said Casper in remorseful apology.

“Why, you had nothing to do with it.” Diggory just shrugged his shoulders and said, “It was his check out time.”

“His check out time?”

“Yeah, Dad told me about it once. He said to me folks are just hotels where our souls are staying after some dope with a plan pays for the stay. If we act out of sorts too much, we’re kicked out sooner. So you do your best to be the perfect tenet so you can make that check out time on time. When its check out time, Dad said, the move out is easy and we get the dream home we always wanted.”

Casper scratched at his long hair and mused, “That sounded a lot like good old Dizzy.”

“You didn’t believe me,” asked Diggory.

“Oh no, I believe you,” assured Casper. “Your father was strangely wise, so much his insights even surprise a Jedi like myself.”
Diggory played with his hands and said, “Was he right?” Casper looked at him, a little worried now. He had only known Diggory for a few minutes and already the young man was looking for deep answers from him. Rather strange for anyone to be so engaging so soon. He wondered what he was angling for; was it trust, or was it something more. “Is my Dad in a better place?”
The immediate answer was perhaps, but Casper saw a trap for himself because all he had was what he knew of the Force. He was not sure what Diggory was looking for: Jedi insight, or reassurance of Dizzy’s point. Not the best way to meet anyone, trivializing death and the afterlife.  It dawned him that he had left the Katlas Rise back on Ancesca, with Branch Lur’s body still on board; strangely that helped him make a choice.
“Walk with me,” said Casper, and Diggory took up his left side as Casper calmly walked closer to the edge on the right. He began, “I had thought the Force was simple enough when it came to death when I was your age. It was easy, we are just luminous beings: I was told that all my life. We are energy, a part of the Force, just occupying a complex solid, partaking and interacting with the rest of the matter and energy in this cosmos.” He looked at Diggory. “Do you understand?”
“No,” said Diggory.

Casper tried not to smile. “That’s when I realized, as you did, it is not that simple. Luminous beings, is that just another way of saying we have our individual souls. I began to wonder why can’t we just say souls?” He looked at Diggory and noted his curiosity. “Where does it say, in my religion, that when the end comes we just rejoin the Force? It has been said that the Force is never still or silent, but yet I find myself in doubt of that. I say it could be boring for us, as mere energy along with other energy, just to exist in a void in the forever, hoping upon hope we would have further purpose beyond this life.”

Diggoy said, “I don’t understand.”

“What I am saying is that perhaps your father was right and we Jedi have been wrong all this time,” assured Casper. “I have seen….I guess you can say I have seen good people, and bad people become good people, and I get confused that the reward they get for being good is just forever, becoming part of the infinite. They end up sacrificing or being the ones responsible for making other lives’ better and….well, it’s like they win at Sabacc but don’t get to collect the chips.”
“Okay,” said Diggory in understanding. So he just went on and asked, “So, my Dad’s in a better place?”
Again, it just felt like a test of trust, not necessarily any answers to deeper meaning and understanding. “Certainly. You don’t think such good deeds are punished, do you?”

“No,” said Diggory. The two of them felt Juna, her anger spiking, the both of them looking back at the ship. The boy noted, “But I guess when you’re living it doesn’t matter. Auntie June and my Mom just keep trying and it never seems to do them any good to be good. Mom’s had it, I think. That craziness back on Ancesca just got her mumbling, and when she mumbles it’s never good if you know what I mean.”
“I suppose,” said Casper. The two watched Juna exit the Falcon and just walk towards the other side of the mesa top, where the fog soon made her vanish. “Tough choices are going to have to be made very soon I’m afraid.”
Diggory turned to him and asked, “It would mean we are abandoning Bella, right?” Casper considered the young man. “I mean, she’s gone, right? Mom’s been saying we’re going to have to fight Jedi to get her back.” Frowning, he said, “I was told all my life they were good, so if we fight them, does that make us the bad guys?”

Casper said, “I wish I could answer that with certainty. I honestly do not why I hold my hand back against clear aggressors. They are Jedi, but they are aggressors nonetheless.” He crossed his arms and noted, “Now I know how soldiers on opposing sides of a battlefield during a civil war feel like. Brother fighting brother, a common fight against a common foe who holds nearly all of your common interests, and beliefs, and perhaps even origins.” He frowned and said, “Only this time we share the same leadership, and they do nothing to stop either of us from killing one another.”
From the Falcon, Muriel came out with a fully powered lantern, for the din was getting dark and the fog was thick enough to blind anyone. As much as any of the Force users could trust their senses, common sense did dictate that a planet saturated by the Dark Side was not a planet to trust. The Force was strong here, but very strong in evil; using the energy as a means to guide could lead them to a long, painful fall down the side of the structure they were on to the many terrible unknowns below.

“Diggory, can you keep an eye on Miss Faith,” said Muriel right away. “If she wakes up, tell her not to move. You need to eat anyways, its dinner time, so have whatever you want.”

“Okay, Mom,” remarked Diggory. He ran towards the ship and the two adults watched him the whole way.

“I hope he didn’t put you on the spot,” said Muriel, turning her attention back to Casper. “He’s been doing that lately: deep questions chasing after deeper answers.”

“He did, but I must say it made me wonder about my decisions as of late,” noted Casper. “I get this feeling you and Juna had a falling out.”

Sighing, Muriel said, “I vented. I needed to vent. I had to vent on the only person I felt was responsible, and I did. Maybe she’s only half-responsible, but as of late I can’t stand this anymore. It’s been a very difficult last few years; it’s been a much harder last few weeks.”

Casper sighed himself and said, “Feel free to yell at me. I’ve been trying to get this mutually and peacefully resolved, and in the process I was even lead astray” Muriel frowned at him. “I fought Madex on Naboo, I could have ended him there. I let one of his subordinates convince me that Juna was guilty of the accusations. And then on Ancesca if just came to a head, I just wanted to bring everyone together and return us all to Coruscant.” He shook his head at himself. “Madex never made one attempt at peace; he tried to kill Juna again right on the spot. I just never thought a Jedi would be so vengeful.”
“Coy Madex was Qualeggoes’s apprentice,” pointed out Muriel; it was not news to Casper. “What, you knew?”

“Just about every Jedi in the Order knows who was trained by who, and knows one another,” said Casper. He noted, “We live distraction-free lives. Such mundane knowledge to some is important to us.”

Muriel favored her injured arm and said, “Are you aware of his mind control ability separate from the Force?”
This was news to Casper; of course he had not heard of much about Coy Madex beyond his Master and that he was a Bothan. He shook his head and asked, “Bothans can be telepathic?”

“Apparently he is, according to Juna. She pretty much told me the story via text message after Zonloki.” Muriel squeezed herself a little tighter. “Its one of those little nuggets of knowledge that’s before her time, the kind that she shouldn’t have any idea about.”

“From Enothchild,” reasoned Casper.

“I have a feeling him and someone else; it’s just a feeling.” Beyond Enothchild Muriel could not say who it was, but it was perhaps obtained the same way Juna had absorbed Enothchild when she was in Dark Purity form years ago. Just that ability to read others through touch was creepy, but to steal the life of someone was a completely different take on it that still bothered the red head and the Jedi to this day. Casper trusted her limited Force instincts, which he noted had gained strength over the years; had in their own way gained a dark edge.
Muriel said, “Apparently, when he was just a baby, Madex demonstrated great telepathic skils. As a Jedi, after being trained by Qualeggoes, he’s used it to significant lengths to achieve victory, to the point he was able to sway those immune to classic Jedi Mind Tricks. Juna rattled off countless times he did it, all the times that could be verified, all the times he got reprimanded by the Jedi Council. Some of his antics were really doozies, ones I actually knew about from history I learned from my Guardian studies. This one was related to Senator Lara Vampest’lya. What I know about Senator Lara is that in within her first term she owned the Senate; she literally took it away from everyone back then, but she was murdered, along with her husband, by Yabbula the Hutt’s henchmen. I get the feeling she had a gift for leaving a lasting impression on people, too.”
That was very curious and interesting to Casper. He asked, “So it’s your belief he has ‘impressed’ upon Jedi to do his bidding? I find that hard to believe.”

“Really? Jedi are not immune to death, but are immune to trickery and bullshit? Can you look me in the eye and tell me why the Jedi Council is letting this guy do the things he is doing?”

“He is a Sith Hunter; history and precedent gives him a lot of rope.”

“But that doesn’t answer the question.” Muriel shook her head and applied, “When my Father went on his debauchery spree, before going on his racism-fueled murders, he was a significant part of the command authority of the Order of Guardians. However, everyone did everything they could to stop him. Show me where the Council has left enough of an impression to reel him in.”

Casper sighed and explained, “The Sith Hunters are a Necessary Evil. When they are activated, they are autonomous of the Council. Master Yoda or Master Windu or Master Plo can only beg them to stop: Madex or any of them does not have to listen to them. The Sith Hunters stop either when they succeed, or when they are all dead.”
“So you’re telling me the Council is going to let this just go on, that they’re in on it,” stated Muriel as fact, not as a question.

“I’m not saying that.”

Pinching the bridge of her nose, she pondered, “Then what are they waiting for if they think Madex is wrong?” She threw her hands up. “The Council does have lightsabers; they do use the Force. They can stop these guys if they felt they were wrong.”

Growing frustrated, Casper said, “You are suggesting all the Council is susceptible to Madex’s power? I can’t believe that.” He held up a hand and said, “I am more inclined to believe they suspect Madex is right about Juna through his collected evidence.” He stopped himself for a moment, considering what to tell her; particularly the part about Bendian not being Juna’s father. All he said was, “It’s substantial.”
Muriel shifted her weight on her hips. “That nonsense at the Coaxial hearings can all be explained.”

“There’s much more, Muriel,” said Casper. He made a list in his mind, making damn sure the paternity issue never came up, before he outlined everything. “There’s MITES on Coruscant, for starters.” She looked very surprised by that news. “The bribery of several judges in matters pertaining to the lawsuits against Juna.” On that, Muriel sighed heavily. “Witness tampering in several hearings. The financial support for an opponent against someone in your very own Thorn Party.” Muriel rubbed the back of her neck. “There’s more, so tell me which of that is untrue. Which of that is not Juna?”
Muriel shook her head, went to speak, but stopped to shake her head. “Let me take it a step at a time. The MITES: not a clue.  The bribery: you got us there.” This time Casper raised his eyebrows. 
Muriel continued, “Those Shut Down lawsuits got to the point where they were beyond frivolous. You had the Senate funding -- the Senate actually authorizing the funding -- lawyers to ‘find victims’ and continue those lawsuits, or did Madex forget to mention that in his manifesto? That’s right, Casper, the Senate kept funding the misery, so we put an end to it the only way Juna could do it. Credits did exchange hands, illegal as hell, but you didn’t dare remind those judges that took them. The witness tampering had more to do with them forgetting their rehearsed lines their crooked lawyers set them up to recite: there was one guy that never, ever worked at a Rapier Tech employee testifying before King Veruna that Juna stiffed him? Wave a hand, he forgets his lines, and Veruna looks like a complete Gungan’s ass. The Senate was crucifying Juna then with a proxy political attack. She had no other recourse.
“As for the financial support of an opponent: we never did like Essco Beecher, a boar of a man that had this tendency to slap people for no reason, and to this day we never figured out who the hell let him in the Thorn Party. When we had his opponent beat him, he left the Thorns. Juna told him exactly what we did to him, before we altered his reality too with a hand wave. Beecher was never ‘for Naboo’, he was for Beecher.”
Sighing as if relaxed and untroubled, Muriel said, “Juna had to become more like her father more than once in the past fifteen years. Ironically, you’ll laugh, being like her mother hadn’t worked. The alternative would have been what she had worked so hard not to become, what Enothchild had sacrificed his life to get rid of. Now, you tell me: was what she had done part of a Sith plot, or was it just another day in the life of a someone having to play The Game?”

“The Game?” questioned Casper.

Muriel explained quickly, “The Game of politics, of posturing, of grandstanding, and unfortunately placation and being underhanded. Because the other choice would make her that monster Madex has successfully made her out to be.” She flubbed and fretted, “He’s no different from his Senator mother even though they were never blood related! Coaxial was the perfect idiot for Madex, they’re one and the same person!”
Getting back to the previous point of it all regarding Madex, Muriel said, “So you think the Jedi Council is immune to this guy, be it direct mind control, or indirect by words and accusations?” She pointed a finger in Casper’s chest. “Are you immune?”

Casper eyed her carefully and said, “I’m not on his side, if you haven’t noticed.”
Muriel smirked and said, “But you haven’t put a real effort in having him make his funeral pyre time either.”
And suddenly Casper was on his heels, wondering. He said, “One of his Hunters, Jrimmer Dugal, gave me information that would indict Juna, and the young man at the end wanted to help us.”

“First of all, consider the source of that information for a moment, from someone who wants Juna dead,” stressed Muriel logically. “And secondly, have you ever considered the idea that Jrimmer Dugal was used?”

Casper added, “Dugal died saving Juna’s life.”

“Is that because he chose to save Juna, or is that to instill a confidence in you?” Muriel implored, “Dying was perhaps not a part of the equation, but gaining your confidence was as a means of distraction if you think about it.”
On this, Casper did begin to think about that. It was convenient, it explained why Madex struck instantly back at the bar. He said, “But I engaged him. Juna chose not to fight, she was upset with me.” Muriel gave him a look that suggested he had just made her point. “I was-.”
“Brokering a truce,” finished Muriel. “In the middle of a shot-to-hell? How does that make sense to you?” She shook her head. “Casper, that can’t be you. You’re smarter than that. I’m sure you wanted a peaceful solution, but honestly-.”
“That’s enough!” cried Casper. He was a bit flustered. “I was thinking about Angelleia, what was best for her! Where was Juna’s head at, bringing her there?”

Holding up her good hand and her other hand with her injured arm, Muriel winced and said, “I know what you mean, but for crying out loud, you went from wanting Juna to keep Angelleia hidden to wanting Angelleia drawn out.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I had no clue Juna was going to be on Ancesca! Rose didn’t know. I didn’t know you would be there. The situation changed because of her, what she did, going after the Blue Seed, going after McBain!”
“I see,” said Muriel carefully. She rubbed at her wounded arm, fiddling with the interior of the sling….

She then threw something at Casper….
Casper caught it in his right hand, and something just like it in his left hand, barely picking up the red head’s incredible hand movement. Muriel was fast, even at her age, even when she had not used the Force. The items were darts of some kind; his first instinct told him they were meant to knock him out.

“What’s the meaning of this?” demanded Casper, eyeing her carefully.

Muriel said, “Well, I needed to distract you, and that was the only way I knew how.”

Yhon’s warning, as the little Sith Hunter could see things unfold from his prison, in Casper’s perceptions came and went when cold, feminine hands fell upon the sides of his head….
-----------------------

 CHAPTER 69.3
In the perpetural dark of the Dungeon Maze, in the Rapier Grounds’ Garden of Mazes on Naboo, Coy Madex was saying, “I used to think actions spoke far more clearly than words, too, but after I grew up, which was just about five years ago exactly, I realized actions were just like words: they can be edited to fit the user’s perception as well as their needs….. I can understand your hesitation in accepting the horrible truth: the Jedi Council was the same way after Nal Hutta. When they chartered the Sith Hunters once more, when the Jedi Holocron picked me to lead it, my blood thinned then just as hearing the news about a Sith Lord killing one of us. The fate of the galaxy was put in my hands, and with those hands I must do what must be done….. Zesha was my apprentice once. She was one of us, and although she did not agree with Zonloki she saw no other alternative.”
It was bits and pieces of that sneak around conversation Casper had with Madex, and he found himself saying, repeating actually, “So that’s the best you could do, with all your information, was entrapment?”

“I didn’t see where direct evidence was going to do much, especially when it never moved the Jedi Council to act. Come on, Casper, we have a history on moving on less than provable fact!”

Then, out of that darkness, many minutes later was upon Casper one second later, and an apparition appeared in the darkness. The woman was familiar, and she said, “Oh for Force’s sake, Casper, hit the damn button! The Jedi pursuit is only a distraction!”

As his memory served, Casper knew he was in the section known as the Tomb of Cells, and Madex and Beja Tu Ramore was about to find him because he was going to turn on his lightsaber. Eventually they would get in a conversation, he would push the fabled button that Dark Spirit told him to press, nothing would happen, and he would then get in a fight and a chase with his fellow Jedi. He had hesitated to press that button before, getting into a winded conversation in trying to convince the Sith Hunters their crusade was foolish. This time he was not going to wait, and this time he pressed that damn button.
A light, not the light to the Tomb of Cells, came on. Only this time the light was much brighter, for Casper was no longer underground. He was no longer in the Dungeon Maze; he was standing in the middle of the Jedi Council Chamber. He was young again, with little facial hair, holding a squirming baby Belladonna Naressa Rapier. The Jedi Council was all around him. 
Mace Windu was staring him down and asking, “Do you understand these conditions as he have outlined to you?”
It was that moment, well after Plo Koon had told him that he had managed to get the Jedi Council to agree on letting Bella in on agreed upon conditions that were non-negotiable. After hours of debate and wrangling by Plo, the hardliners had relented. It meant Casper’s career as a Jedi was over, but it was a fair trade if it got Bella trained.
“I agree,” said Casper, and at once the hardened eyes of the Council brighten in their own way, approving of his acceptance of his sacrifice. 
Once all was agreed to, Master Windu took Bella into his arms as the rest of the Jedi Council rose and came to stand around them. Casper had taken a few steps back, figuring out what the Council was going to do. Their closed eyes and gathered wits and calmed breath betrayed nothing to an outside observer. Those who could feel the Force around them could sense the drawing of energy. Hands from each of the twelve members of the Council reached towards Bella, drawing her awakened curiosity. She then closed her eyes somewhat unnaturally, directed so by Mace Windu’s carefully placed finger between her eyes.

Warm hands had suddenly touched the sides of Casper’s head, much like the cold hands had done before all of this, and Plo said to Casper, “Sorry…”
It suddenly changed, and it was the recent present, and it was outside the Jedi Temple, with Adi Gallia pleading for Casper to get down from the rail as he tried to escape. Plo Koon and Mace Windu had raced in. Plo said, “Casper, trust us, everything is going to be alright. Come down, come with me, and I will explain everything, I promise.” Casper noted Mace’s look at Plo, but Plo looked back at Mace and said, “I have to tell him!”

“You cannot!” said Mace. “Now is not the time to have this argument!”

It was all replaced by Madex’s face, and he said, “Whoops! Plo, you have to keep quiet while I’m doing this!”

It faded out, and it all faded back in with Plo saying, “We need a wild card. We can’t use you.”

It was the Jedi Council, and Casper was there yet not there, and it was around the time of Bella’s induction. The membership had turned their whole attention towards Yoda after Plo spoke. Yoda said, “Step away from this, I will not. You must, on the other hand.”
Plo sighed and finally nodded. He said, “I have someone that can take my place.”

Mace Windu was quick to say, “I know who you are talking about it. I agree.”

Yoda, on the other hand, said, “Agree I do not.”
Ki-Adi Mundi was the first to ask, “Master Madex specializes in such trickery. And you have rounded out Jedi Knightshade’s defenses too well.”

Sifo-Dyas leaned in his chair and pondered, “Are you afraid of something, Master Yoda? Something about this?”

“Master Madex, I feel, not entirely over the loss of his Master,” said Yoda in contemplation. “Close to crossing a line, he has of late.”

“No more than Master Moranna had in her time,” pointed out Mace.

“Master Windu is right. And I know Coy, Master Yoda,” said Plo, “I will vouch for him. He was not pleased that Master Qualeggoes had attacked young Rapier. I believe he is sincere in that he believes Qualeggoes was wrong.” He spread his hands out and said, “I could contact Qui-Gon Jinn, but it will take him longer to get back here.”
“Master Madex is only a few hours away,” said Mace. “With his touch, it will add a layer of defense young Rapier cannot anticipate.” He put his fingers together and said to Yoda dearly, “If you are right, my friend, she possesses a great deal of your own knowledge. That would mean she would possess much of ours as well, by default through you.”
Yoda put a hand to his chin, and then sighed and said, “Fear I do this, but send her home young Bella I will not. The child is safer here, secure, protected. I sense much from that young one.”
“I do hope you are not doing this out of sentiment,” said Sifo-Dyas. Yoda looked at him in a way that suggested the other had touched on a taboo subject line. “I am merely bringing a point up we have discussed before in length.”

“A closed matter that is,” assured Yoda. “Is this about the resurrection of the dead, or about the future of the living? Yes, young Bella Rapier a Jedi she shall be. A Healer to start; if she chooses another path from there deny her I will not. Jedi Knightshade must commit to this, for have it any other way I will not.”
The others in the Jedi Council looked at one another, and Sifo-Dyas reminded, “It will be against his own free will.”

“We shall see,” said Yoda. He looked at Plo Koon and said, “Send for Master Madex. When he comes, we will then summon Casper back in here. If he agrees, little need of Madex; if he does not, our need for Madex will be greater.”
The Jedi Council agreed in unison….

The younglings Casper encountered in Learner’s Row from his ride in the vent shaft during his escape from Mace, Plo, and Adi, were before him in their training room. They all said collectively at him, “Do you believe everything you know?”

Casper was on HoloNet One, and Jrimmer Dugal had just given him the data card that would have Qualeggoes’ message to Coy Madex on it, along with the Sith Hunters’ evidence against Juna. Casper had just caught the data card, and when he looked at Jrimmer, Coy was right next to him whispering the very words Jrimmer would say, “Do not get involved.”

From the blanket covered body, Branch Lur’s voice echoed the statement Branch had made at the Philosopher’s Guild. “What in the nine blue hells happened to the Jedi Knight I watch dare question the intelligence of the princess of Hapes, did it twice, and live to tell about it?”
But then Madex was right next to Casper, appearing as an afterthought, and whispering in his ear, “Do not fight beside Juna Rapier. Talk it out. Seek a peaceful resolution, always.”

There was a sudden shift of perception, and Casper found himself in a completely different setting altogether; a place he had never been before, in a time he knew he had never existed in. Wherever it was, there was a feeling in the air that said the place had to always modernize, had to always keep up with the trends. There was a twinge of regret in the air as well, and of pain, physically as well as emotionally; feelings that were felt, but not necessarily experienced by Casper himself in this place, in this time.

Madex had suddenly walked past Casper and yelled, “Zesha, could you get us some water!” And behind the Bothan an older, very small adult woman followed him in. With respect, he said, “Please, sit here. What’s up?”

Casper recognized Nadja Moranna right away; the green eyes, her stature, her haunted face. She smiled brightly and announced to the Bothan, “I’m dying, Coy!” She held her arms out and added, “Surprise!”
“AH! Such the kidder!” Coy turned to the arriving, and much younger Zesha, Angelleia’s future Master, and received the glasses of water. He gave Nadja a glass and offered her the seat behind her. “Thank you, my young Padawan, you can go now. Seriously, what’s going on? You don’t go around without your manpurse anymore.”
Nadja just shrugged her shoulders and said again, “I’m dying, Coy.” She smiled and stared at the Bothan for a long time. “Truly, I am dying.”

The Bothan appeared to take her word for it this time. “For…For real?”
“Would I kid about my mortality?”

Coy huffed and said, “Well, yeah, you would! You have some mock up of yourself and when the Jedi Council throws you on the funeral pyre it would go POOF and a foul stench cover them.” Nadja smiled at him warmly. “Or fireworks! Sparkles and air chasers and gazebo burners will just suddenly come from your burning remains and give everyone a good scare and a laugh afterwards.”

“Gee, you’re taking my demise well,” said Nadja with a roll of her eyes.

“Oh for crying out loud,” began Coy, laughing. “You are joking! When you sent the med student from U of C to tell Master Qualeggoes he had observed him and noted he had ‘head-morrhoids’, and then had him explain its ass-blisters of the head….” The both of them laughed together. “Well, at least you didn’t send another med student to do this one.”
“There so easy to convince to do things,” said Nadja with a nose wiggle. Coy smiled at that. “Unlike you I don’t need a ‘mind up’ to get folks to do what I want.”

“Oh, by my way it’s painless,” reminded Coy. “And it requires very little effort to pull off. I’m a slacker that way.”
“Fat in mind is good,” mused Nadja. “But it makes your head big. Don’t let your ego swell so much it pops through your skull.”
“Oh no! No, the Jedi Order has only one Master when it comes to slapstick, and I bow to your supremacy!” He mocking bent at his waist towards her, his hands out spread. “I don’t want to tread where Master Qualeggoes had done with you.” He then added, “You’re…not going to say something to my Padawan, are you?”
Nadja shook her head and said, “What I did that time with you and Qualeggoes was payback for what Qualeggoes had done. He had no business telling Enothchild not to listen to me all the time when he was my Learner.” She then set her glass of water down and folded her hands together. She surprised him by saying, “I’m sorry about that.”
Coy was taking a drink from his glass and stopped when she had apologized. He eyed her strangely, put his glass down, and asked, “What’s going on?”
Nadja just tossed her hands in the air and said a third time, “I am dying, Coy.” She smiled at him and added, “They say six months, but I think I can push it another few years.”

The Bothan took a few more moments to digest what she had said once again. He found himself becoming crestfallen. “You’re not joking, are you?”

She reached into her Jedi robe, pulled out a clown nose, a big bright red ball, and put it on. Nadja said, “Do you take me seriously now?”

Coy chuckled a bit, but he ran his hands through his hair. He leaned towards her more and asked, “What are you dying of?”

Still wearing the nose, Nadja said simply, “Of everything I put myself through. It’s all coming back: sometimes all at once, sometimes it’s this and that. It’s Force related, so I can’t stop any of it. Hurts like hell, and its going to get worse before it gets better.” She just looked at him and said, “I wanted to say goodbye because this will be the last day you see me, Coy.”
Shocked, just horribly in shock, Coy slithered out of his chair and on his knees in front of her. He grabbed her hand with both of his. “What makes you say that? Don’t say that!” He shook his head. “Why say that?”

“Because everyone I care about has to go on without me,” said Nadja. “And I don’t want you or anyone else to see me crippling up and wasting away. Its bad enough Enothchild is going to suffer that, I don’t want anyone to. But I love the big dummy too much to shut him out.”

“There must be something that can be done.”

“The Healers have tried everything. So has the Council. No one knows why it’s happening.” Nadja wiggled her big red clown nose. “Out of all the ‘preventative’ options given to me, I just assume go the Jedi Code route to deal with this. Just let it happen, run its course. I can do that at home, too.”
Coy raised his head up on that. He asked, “You don’t want my help?” He squeezed her hand. “You know what I can do, it’s not Force related. I can make it to where you feel nothing. I can….I can have you just laugh it off.”

“What you can do does not always work, given the determined mind,” reminded Nadja. “And I’m damned determined to go through this, not because I love pain and misery, but because I need to.” With her free hand she fluffed his hair. “I do need one favor.”
“Name it!” Coy picked her hand up from her lap, holding it as if to hug it. “You name it! I owe you for saving my life, all those years before!”

“Enothchild is going to be crushed when I finally die,” said Nadja. She took her clown nose off and placed on top of Coy’s head. “Vhinphycs take the loss of their love ones very hard. It could even kill him, actually just stop his heart. He could even fall over to the dark side. I for one would not want to be the cause of that.”
“You don’t believe him to be strong?”

“If I died today, certainly. In six months, sure. When, not if, this lasts longer I have my doubts. Strong individuals have their breaking points.” Nadja licked her lips and asked, “Promise me, when I die, you go and make him forget me.”
Coy eased back off his knees in thought. He said, “If what you are saying is true, he’ll be a challenge to impress. He’ll be determined to remember you. And if he does truly love you-.”

“He’ll be weakened by sorrow and grief, mentally exhausted, worn down from the experience,” said Nadja with certainty. “I know my Husband; he’ll be devastated. The question will be whether he will get by. I just want to make certain he does.” She implored, “At the very least try to ease his own suffering in my permanent absence.”

Coy closed his eyes for a moment, and then he said, “For you.” He lifted her bare hand to his snout and he kissed the inside of her palm. He pressed the palm against his long face and he mused, “Nachos for lunch?”

Nadja smiled at him and said, “Yes.”

The two of them chuckling, he said, “You should wash your hands thoroughly, no wonder you’re dying.” On that, Nadja reached at the clown nose still on Coy’s head and she squeezed it to make it make a high-pitched noise.

“He didn’t do it.”

Casper jumped, realizing he existed, realizing he was only there to revisit some memory, some moment in the past; he was not a part of the Force, not some existence that happened to be listening in. He felt Juna behind him, unseen, and heard her continue her point that was out of this continuity, “Madex never fulfilled his promise to Nadja. Enothchild would suffer for eight long years over her loss after she had fought the pain and misery of her dying for nearly three years. Of course you know that. You just didn’t know about this.”
Casper tried to move his head to look at Juna, but instead he felt resistance. He understood those cold hands on either side of his head belonged to her. “Why are you showing me this?”
“Because Madex’s need for revenge is based on his want to right a wrong he had done,” said Juna. “In his perceptions, the events that unfolded that lead to Qualeggoes’ death began at this moment, when he had made his promise to Nadja. An unfulfilled promise leads Enothchild to wander the Alderaan wilderness, which leads to me, which leads to him bringing me to the Jedi Order, which leads to Qualeggoes’ death.”

Casper let that roll around his head and he said, “He’s wrong. Oh Force, he is so wrong!”

“Is he?”

Confused, Casper looked at the scene between Coy and Nadja, and Nadja looked Casper dead in the eye and said, “Get a clue, Sherlock, the Sith Maiden’s right!” She reached up, and she squeezed her own nose, and it made a funny sound….
--------------

CHAPTER 69.4

The squeaking noise had rattled Casper, and suddenly he stumbled about and tripped right over the lantern Muriel had on the ground. He caught himself, drenched in sweat and shock.
Muriel was at his side, trying to get him upright and saying, “It’s alright, easy, you about killed the lantern.” It was very dark out; it was night. It was not as muggy. Dagobah was even more foreboding, but nothing like the Jedi Knight had just realized. “Easy now.”

Feeling very unusually light in weight all over, Casper turned his attention back towards Juna, where she stood had stoically, masterfully, her hands together in front of her, at the very edge of the lantern’s influence. There was just enough darkness there to reveal her glowing yellow eyes. “Sorry for the trickery, but we had to lift Madex’s influence. Feeling a bit lighter?”
Casper looked between Muriel and Juna for a few moments, trying to decide on how he felt. Needing time, he said between them, “So that argument you two had was part of your scheme here?”

Juna sighed and said, “Unfortunately, no.”

“No,” said Muriel. “I really had to yell at her, I’m not happy with anything. But this was one thing we both agreed could have been a problem for us all, and sure enough we were right.”

“That disk Jrimmer gave you has probably been in Madex’s possession the moment Qualeggeos had died, right?”

Casper felt around his utility belt at that point. He sighed when, again, like Branch he had left that on Ancesca on the Katlas Rise. He said, “Yes. There was a copy of holographic message for Madex on it from his Master, timed around time between you’re his departure from the Order and before he had confronted you.” He stopped, wondering what else Juna had learned from the mind link she had so easily employed on him; that did bother him, so he asked, “How did you know?”
“A guess,” said Juna. “When I first had Angelleia and probed her, I sensed many layers of Force manipulation, and then something that wasn’t. A strange feeling of weight, I could picture it in my mind, working effectively against the bond me and Angelleia would always have. It felt similar to Yoda, telling her ‘trust, do not’, but I knew it wasn’t Yoda.”
“Because you absorbed him,” noted Casper.

“A piece of him, years ago, during the examinations,” specified Juna, pinpointing the fact, ironically enough, around the time Qualeggoes began to take exception to Juna’s presence. “I lost much what I gained from that contact, which was incidental, when Enothchild saved me from Pure Darkness. I still, however, possess just enough…feeling to know what is Yoda and what is not. Understanding that Madex was involved, I grew very suspicious and just knew this was much more than Zonloki; and it had to go farther than Angelleia. When I asked about you, she described someone else entirely from who I knew.”

Casper crossed his arms and asked, “Then how did you…see it?”

“Through Angelleia,” said Juna, “once I broke much of that spell Madex had over her. I did, when I gave her this.” She pulled off Enothchild’s lightsaber from her belt, holding it up for Casper to see. “She possesses the same ability to ‘feel’ things as I do. It becomes a focus, something to train her thoughts upon, distracting her from messages the Jedi Council had instilled in her. After I took apart Plo Koon’s resistance, Angelleia was open to Enothchild’s impressions on the weapon, and they were powerful enough to crush nearly everything else keeping her in the state I found her in. Still, much of Madex’s influence is powerful still; mere casual use of her asilamorphic abilities is not going to do it.”
Muriel added, “Madex’s abilities are more powerful in direct form, but his approach to gain an edge is more subliminal in nature. He understands the psyche, gets to know people in person or by report; the more he knows them, the easier it is for him to manipulate them.”

“Much like you do with psychological profiling,” offered Juna, “only when it comes time to apply his educated guesses they are, truly, applied in ways that alter the subject matter.”

Muriel continued on, “It’s no coincidence, then, that the bulk of his Sith Hunters are Jedi he had either trained himself, or had been partnered with in the past. It’s not so much because he trusts them, it’s because he can manipulate them. It’s not in the Force, but there are defenses against such manipulation IF the target knows what is happening. Madex’s influences are nudges, nudges applying one’s own logic against them. He doesn’t have to take over a mind to make you do his bidding: all he has to do is create an implication, build circumstances around it, and your own mind fills in the gaps. Maybe this Jrimmer Dugal probably wanted a peaceful resolution, but Madex manipulated that fact into an advantage for him, pushing Dugal to unsuspectingly do his bidding, like I said before.”
“This technique of his has made him a very successful Jedi Knight of Qualeggoes,” noted Juna. “But as you can see Madex had some of Nadja rub off on him, and that itself is ironic given that sort of thing always made Qualeggoes lose his lunch. That logic, however, makes him feel he has the right to do what he is doing. An opportunity had opened years before this for vengeance’s sake. He thinks he’s making up for his failure with Nadja; at least he’s telling himself that. I’ll speculate that this telepathic ability is how he got this job as well. He was patient, as all Jedi are. Sure enough, he guessed right on the Sith returning.” Casper looked at her. “Of course it doesn’t matter which Sith he blames for Naboo now does it?”
“Do not say you don’t believe it,” said Muriel with a head shake, drawing his attention back to her. “Not after what Juna had just shown you. Not after it has been shown that Madex has lied with Coaxial. Not after I told you what we have done. And we can admit to more of it, explain it in detail if we must, but damn it, Knightshade, don’t start not believing us now.”
“Because, Casper,” said Juna, in warning, “I lied to Angelleia. I didn’t tell her I was her mother.”
Casper fully turned on Juna and he said, “You didn’t!” He was exasperated as the ramifications hit him harder than both women’s pleas. “After you had realized all of this before and with his mind manipulation!”

“I know.”

“Juna, you have just accused Madex of pulling off the very same thing Jurivicious Pern had done to you!” Livid, Casper actually found himself turning and kicking the lantern right at Yhon’s ship; the small Jedi Master in the cockpit flinched as the broken lantern flickered and smashed up against the hardened glass. Casper could have cared less what he had just done. “And now he’s going to do it again!”

In the darkness, very little could be seen. Juna’s yellow eyes lost much of their power and slowly faded down to mere hints. She said, “If she had Enothchild’s weapon, she stood a chance. He has the truth, and he’ll use it as he nudges her away from us.”
“It makes what you did on Ancesca even more of a failure on your part!” bellowed Casper. “I can’t believe this! I really can’t believe how we screwed this all up when we had it all figured out!” But he gestured towards himself. “It’s my fault just the same. It is, I should have listened to my first instinct, back on Coruscant, when you gave me Bella!”

“Hindsight is not going to solve this new problem,” reminded Muriel rudely to Casper. “It happened, its over, move on!” She looked over at Juna and actually said, “I am. For Angelleia’s sake, I’ll go into battle one last time to rescue her, injury or not. But we need you in this Casper.”
“You have me,” stated Casper firmly. “You most certainly do.” He turned on his heels and glared at Juna’s silhouette. “But after this, my Daughter comes with me!” Juna showed no signs of shock or attempts at denying Casper’s foster claim to Angelleia. “She comes home with me, to Coruscant, and me and her will straighten this all out with the Jedi Council. When I get my Daughter back, I will be training her, she will become a Jedi as promised! But I’ll be damned if I let you have one more incompetent minute with her while under my parental guardianship! Be happy: she’ll become a Jedi, and you can go fight your personal war with the Sith alone!”

Muriel bit her lower lip, very understanding why Casper acted the way he did, but worried too how Juna would respond. Juna was not putting up with lesser crap with anyone else over mundane subjects; this cut right to the core. To her credit, Juna had held back considerably, for her own reasons. To Muriel this could be the moment Juna decided that the punches had to be no longer pulled; that the punches better go right through the body she was throwing the punches at to hit as many people as she can.

Instead, her golden irises faded away completely and she said, “I agree.” Juna turned to her right and walked away from her two companions; calling them allies was a stretch.
Muriel joined Casper at his side and added, “Whatever we decide will have to be soon, but make no mistake: the Sith Hunters cannot be trusted to snap out of it even if we kill Madex. They’re all going to have to die if they don’t give up.” Casper looked down at the shorter woman; she looked up at him, and even in the dark her purple eyes betrayed honest feelings of not wanting to do what needed to be done. “Do you agree?”
Considering her, and then looking and considering Juna, and finally taking a look at Yhon, who appeared very adamant and was trying again in the Force to get him to reconsider, Casper nodded.
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