CHAPTER 59.0

With no real way to know where McBain was because his message accounts could not be accessed, and thus Casper did not go to Commenor like everyone else, instead Casper went to Mesuera.
After reviewing such significant details in the file Jrimmer Dugal had given him, augmented by the late Master Qualeggoes’ proven fact, Casper felt every second of the trip to Juna’s home world; it made the trip feel far longer than his recent, previous trip there, although geo-galactic position he was much closer. The more he read, the more he meditated on it, the more disturbing the evidence became. The question was whether Casper was disturbed by the evidence, or whether Casper was disturbed by how quick his loyalties to Juna were themselves put into question.
What kept Casper from agreeing with the Sith Hunters completely, besides his devotion to Juna through his daughter Angelleia, was Coy Madex’s glaring lack of faith in such incriminating evidence. What Madex had Senator Coaxial use in his exploitation trial was just a fraction of what the Sith Hunters collected and was not as damning as the stacks of other items. The other matters would justify the concerns of the Jedi Order enough to activate a fuller investigation; for some time, it boggled Casper’s mind as to why it was not used; perhaps since most of it had come from Qualeggoes it was difficult to substantiate the claims without the Caamasi Jedi’s own testimony.
After nearly two days of debate in his mind over it, ending with his arrival at Mesuera, it occurred to Casper that he was looking at it as a Jedi and not as a politician, and it occurred to him too that Coy Madex was a shrewd politician. The evidence Coaxial had used was evidence that could be either be proved or investigated independently, for such things did leave trails and witnesses. Their context was flexible under the heat of politics and could fit in any narrative, and in this case the political narrative of the day, year, and past few years was anything having to do with the Trade Federation. It was then a matter of convenience; Madex just had to find the right, ripe politician that could present the evidence that would fit the narrative both he and the politician in question wanted. There was nothing on the disk to suggest that Coaxial was an unwilling participant, but given Madex’s only admissions to Casper on Naboo the evidence alone was just not glaring enough to make him and others on the committee do the Bothan’s bidding. It left him wondering what Madex actually had on those Senators.

Certainly, one of the more damning tidbits of information was Juna’s now-questioned paternity. Staying within the framework of a political mindset, Casper knew if Madex had told Coaxial that he had evidence showing that Bendian was not Juna’s father, Coaxial would have used the information for his gains so viciously even the Sith would beg him to stop. It could not be ignored, even by those who knew the truth: this was the biggest lie in the history of the modern Republic, for its ramifications if the truth had ever gotten out would dwarf the revelation about Juna’s use of the Force. Because politically, as Qualeggoes had pointed out in the recording generally, everything that Juna had done, good or bad, by deeds or by finance or by politics, was predicated on the lie that she was the daughter of Bendian Rapier, the lone blood heir to the powerful fortunes of the Rapier Clan Dynasty. No matter what, the ramifications of this revelation changed absolutely everything.
In that, Casper found himself agreeing with Qualeggoes’ wisdom to not tell just anyone such powerfully damaging information. Even when such information could have been used to nullify Juna’s growing tangible power at the time Qualeggoes did not reveal the truth. It bothered Casper still that Qualeggoes did not tell the Council….
Or had he? 
Or did the Council already know?

Casper shook his head on that one: the Council indeed appeared to know more about Juna than they had let on, but this could not one of them. Casper could only have hope in that for he really did not know what to believe from the Council. Yet, beyond the jokes about Bendian having fathered a child, and the child being a girl, no one would later on question how powerfully adept in the Force Juna was. Or was it that Naressa’s demonstrated power that had obliterated the planet Sanctuary enough to convince where that power had come from.
And there was that saddening fact that Casper really had to wrangle with. Naressa, whom despite her dark side heritage had lived a honorable, survivalist-like life style, and had done all she could to be a good person in the Force, had apparently succumbed to the most well known and oldest desires found in all sentient beings, and it appeared she had done so intentionally. And Naressa had Juna, and proceeded to lie to the one creature she would always love above all others. 
Naressa’s schemes for Juna, and used on Juna, that had been revealed were nothing compared to this lie, and those schemes had no life if the first lie, the adultery, had not occurred. And before he realized it Casper had hate Naressa again just as he had when he had thought her to be the root of all evil in the galaxy years ago. For lying to Juna, and for predicating the circumstances Casper was in now with the burden of knowing such powerful information.
The burden wanted him to scream because in some bizarre, sick way history was repeating itself with Angelleia. Casper was not sure if Juna had told her birth daughter the truth, but if she hadn’t a terrible cycle was horrendously being repeated. Before at the very least he had hoped Juna told Angelleia that Enothchild was her father, but he hoped to hell Juna had told everything. It was the truth about everything that pushed Casper to forget the Wettlespear, forget the Blue Seed, forget McBain, and forget Branch Lur’s memory and try to find Juna and Angelleia. The truth had to be told, all of the truth: from Juna, to Juna, to Angelleia, and perhaps to the rest of the galaxy as well.
Yet, as Casper broke the atmosphere and in the night sky flew towards Juna’s home in the Miza Mountains, he found himself in a much deeper quandary than before. Which truth was more important for the time? Did Angelleia come first? Did Juna? Did the truth about Juna’s questionable activities for the past fifteen years matter more? Did Qualeggoes’ findings on the Rapiers have more merit? Did the Jedi Council deserve to know? Did the galaxy at large deserve to know because, in some strange way, Casper felt the galaxy did have a right to know? He could not explain why anymore than he could figure out which truth had mattered the most. All he knew was that the truth had to start with finding Juna and Angelleia; Mesuera had to be the start that; Casper hoped that after Coruscant Rose Faith had retreated for home.

Indeed, from a distance before landing next to an unfamiliar star ship in the valley not far from the homestead, the lights were on in the structural commonly found regularly on a planet like Tatooine. Casper had his lightsaber handy in the event the owner of the vessel he landed next to was not a friend. The owner could have had friends. They could be Sith Hunters, and if so this time he surmised the chat would not be friendly. Even when he felt the MITES tickle his nose Casper kept up his alert calm.
By the time he reached the hilltop, the door to the home had opened, and Rose appeared there, waiting for his arrival. Other than the HoloNet coverage of Coaxial’s hearing, the last time Casper had seen her she was just a mere child, but she still had those vacant eyes that never seemed to want a soul to occupy them. Noting his elder, fuzzy appearance, he had his doubts about her recognizing him. He put his weapon away when he close enough and went to introduce himself.
“Master Knightshade,” said Rose, with great respect in her voice and with a bow. “It is nice to see you again, even if you do look like you have taken your vow of poverty a bit too seriously.”

Casper kicked himself mentally; the MITES were going to identify him for Rose long before she had ever seen him. “Lady Faith, I hope you haven’t been waiting for me all this time.”

Rose regarded him with a slight head tilt. “I was not certain who I was waiting for to be honest.” She gestured towards him with curling finger on her right hand. “Please, do come in. Mistress would want you to be taken care of in her absence.”

As Casper entered, Rose then said, “Oh yes, most definitely. You look and stink of the road: a thousand parsec road, where you managed to hit every pothole and mud hole along the way here.”
“We Jedi often are too humble about our appearance to care about vanity,” remarked Casper as she brushed off what she could from his back. “So we overlook it. I’m sorry.” He measured her with the Force, and to his discouragement she found her to still be a void. The years with Juna had not filled it.

Still behind him, brushing at his long hair, Rose said, “It is your prerogative to scan me with the Force, Master Knightshade, I can’t stop you, but I do mind it when you do.”

Then again, what a Jedi could and could not sense did not mean Rose was not a living being with feelings and privacy. It was a curiosity that she could ‘feel’ the Force, but given the complexity of how Rose came to be he perhaps would not understand it. Sometimes, when it came to the Force, one had to accept the mystery given to them as it was with no explanation.

Casper said, “Forgive me. Last I saw you, you were not so independent. Seeing you at Senator Coaxial’s hearing gave me some hope that Juna had figured out how to fix you.”

As he turned around, Rose measured him as if measuring the sincerity of his words and said, “There was much Juna had done for me. Alas, I am forever tied to the nature of the Dark Side of the Force. I serve it, and Mistress, well.”
“I’m here for her and Angelleia.”

“I know.”

“Are they here? Do you know where they are, or where they could be?”

Sighing a little, Rose walked around him and said, “No. After that nonsense on Coruscant I did not wait around and came straight home. I have heard nothing from them, so I assume they knew a long time pass that Coy Madex must be tracing our communications.” Entering the kitchen, she pointed to her slightly misshapen nose and said, “I got this courtesy of that Bothan’s Jedi puppets.”
Casper did not take offense to Rose’s response. He asked, “When did they grab you?”

“No sooner than after I had arrived,” said Rose. “And according to the security files, no sooner than after you had left this home after those two Jedi scum had broken in. Beja Tu Ramore broke my nose; Enfungo Nul gorged on my muffins.”

Puzzled for a moment on the muffins, Casper said, “I don’t want to be inquisitor here, Rose, I hate to ask you questions. You’ve been through enough as it is but-.”

Rose raised a hand and shook her head. “You are not imposing, Master. The degenerates of your religion are the ones I hate. They have not proven themselves to be of any worth to my Mistress. You have on the other hand, and have demonstrated a need to understand where she is coming from. You do not seek to be our enemy, so I must consider you a friend, if not a greater to my lesser standing in the Force.”
“I’m not greater than you,” assured Casper. “But I don’t expect you to change to make me more comfortable.”

“Good,” said Rose. That got Casper to frown as she smiled just a fraction. “I was not allowed to exist in this universe to make you feel comfortable.”

Casper snickered at that as Rose began to get things together to cook a meal. She said to him, “I will feed you, and we will share what we know together, but it begins with a bath and washed clothes first. I won’t talk to you again until you do just that.” She pointed towards a hallway, and said nothing else.

“Okay, I’ll set the clothes outside,” said Casper. “Down the hall, to the right?” She just looked at him. He mused, “Okay. I thank you for your hospitality.”

He walked down the hall and noted, “Hope it holds through dessert with what I’m going to tell you.” Then again, with Juna not there, Casper thought he no longer had a burden to unload. But as he figured out while taking off his tunic in the bathroom, that burden only got heavier the longer he had to think about it.
By the time Casper was done showering, he found his clothes in the bathroom folded and ready to wear; they were still very warm from the drying process. Not to feel ungrateful, he was a bit uneasy by how effective Rose was in sneaking in and out without his notice. If he could not sense her presence, at least he should have sensed the change in the room, from temperature changes to door openings to the introduction of cooking orders from the kitchen. Either he was far more weary than he had thought, which meant his meditations to refresh himself had actually been ineffective, or Rose possessed more tricks than she would ever confess to having.
Entering the kitchen, where dinner was nearly ready, Casper asked the busy Rose, “Apparently you were not joking to Coaxial’s committee about being so well trained. I didn’t even sense you entering the bathroom.”

“A slave is not to be noticed until their masters want to notice them,” was Rose’s quick response, her eyes constantly on the meal. “I needed no training in that area.”

Taken aback by her candid response, Casper said, “You’re not a slave, Rose.”
“I am what I am,” quantified Rose. She turned to him and said, “I am, however, very well compensated for my slavery by my ownership, and I am allowed to make decisions for myself in my Mistress’ absence. I am just bound to the service of those who are my recognized betters in the Dark Side of the Force.” She tended to some boiling water. “I would not be happy to be doing something else, and I find no pleasure in wanting to be free like everyone else.”
“Why?”

Rose turned to him and said, “I am a servant of Darkness: I have no why.” She then smiled and said, “If it is any conciliation to you, if you worry about me not having a mind of my own, then know this. I think you have a great body. If you were not celibate, I would offer myself so I could enjoy nibbling on your flesh.” As she turned, her head took longer to look back at the stove, her eyes leering at him. “There is a reason why women cannot deny their lust for warriors. It is not the uniform, but what is underneath that fills it.”
Casper scratched the back of his head as his cheeks turned a little red. He was quiet while Rose began to serve him food with a knowing smile on her face. When she joined him, he remarked, “I didn’t think the shower’s privacy field was that transparent.”
“It’s all about shape,” said Rose. “You cannot hide your shape, just the definition, the uniqueness, the characteristics that matter, behind the field.” She then mused rather risqué, “From what I could see, your shapes were fine.”

Coughing, Casper changed the subject by saying, “Well…this looks good. Thank you for making it.” He began stuffing his face as she turned suddenly very passive and began to eat herself. Indeed, she could have been just watching him, even with the privacy field erected, and he would have not noticed it. With her behavior, though, he wondered if that was her attempts at projecting independence, but at a level that could be considered – Casper thought for the right word for a few moments – kinky: with her desire to be obedient, was she trying to tell him to order her to seduce him?
To placate her without violating his Jedi Oath, Casper just about ate everything Rose had cooked. Oh certainly, he shall not worry about Rose’s free will any longer. No choice was still a choice, it was all in the matter of perspective; just as Rose now ran the house, owned the conversation, and made Casper blush, from her position of submission. What worked for Rose worked for Rose, and if he questioned it further Casper felt the answers were going to make him blush further, so he had thought it was better to stop before he got further behind.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 59.1

Stuffed, Casper had some doubt that his Saberhide legs would work to keep him standing. Facially, Rose showed happiness but of course projected little of those feelings as she took care of things. He offered to help, but she was content with her duty and declined. That changed when a holographic transmission was relayed to the house; she excused herself to tend to it; Casper picked up the slack. He was able to watch and listen to the conversation as she took it in the living room; he had hoped it was Juna; Rose knew otherwise.

The life-size hologram of a female Yanturum in very impeccable clothing confronted the much-shorter, much younger Rose. Yanturums were Humanoids with gray, glossy skin and unusual head features; their skulls were shaped like a meshed together letters: N and Y for males, M and Y for females. The females had to wear elaborate head dresses for inoffensive purposes for their secondary mammary glands were located quiet visibly at the bottom leg ends of the M parts of their skull. Their system, Yantiz, was not part of the Republic but they had a standing relationship with many of the galaxy’s key trading systems; good standings with those many would consider unsavory, such as the Trade Federation. They could not join the Republic because their world was a factional society with too many different political philosophies that none of which were governed under one centralized government. Although they honored the Republic and its laws and treaties, they were prone to forget them when it suited their needs. They offered information on the Unknown Regions the Republic as a whole could never seem to get, the Yanturums were valuable, which allowed them into the Republic’s comings and goings by proxy.
And clearly, those comings and goings were revealed by Rose’s response. “Gemius Hih, I did not expect you to call after I have tendered my resignation to your new company.”

“This call is not about your resignation from my new company, Rapier Technologies,” said Gemius Hih chillingly. Casper had seen through the HoloNet that Juna had given up Rapier Technologies, but he did not know the further details. It went to show for how knowing a Jedi may be they knew nothing about everything happening around them. “This is about the work product the former owner and chief executive officer of Rapier Technologies had taken with her.”
Rose frowned a little and said, “I realize that since you are not Human you get our genders mixed up, but Canus Rapier Biggio the Fifth can be a woman sometimes when he doesn’t get his way.”

Sneering, Gemius Hih said, “I mean Lady Juna Angelleia. Where is she! I demand to speak to her!”

Sighing, Rose said, “She is not here, and will not be taking messages or insults until further notice. I know what this is about: you should take it up with the former owner of Rapier Tech: Canus Rapier Biggio.”

“I am taking it up with Rapier: a real Rapier!” 
When Casper heard Gemius Hih say that his blood froze, reminding him of the Qualeggoes secret he possessed. 
Gemius Hih continued. “I have acquired this company, I acquire its secrets! But alas, I find no secrets to be had!”
“You have Rapier secrets, Gemius Hih,” assured Rose planly. “You have the factory, the workers, the products, and well as the burden now of providing the Rapier Clan Dynasty with tribute, save for Lady Angelleia.”

“That nonsense is not what I am talking about,” hissed Gemius Hih. “I am speaking about the advanced, non-commercial products my new company had created and forged in its past. I am talking about Saberhide body armor! I am talking about the Shadow Ring project! I am referring to thirty-seven patents registered by this company that are no where to be found in its databanks!”

Sighing again, Rose said, “Computer, show and transmit the termination/resignation clause in Lady Angelleia’s contract, as it pertains in relation to the contract to Naressa Jaina Rapier and the agreement she made with Canus Rapier Biggio.” Casper watched a hologram project in front of Rose of contract stipulations, which were beamed at the same time through the comm stream to Gemius Hih.
“Those contracts do not concern me,” said Gemius Hih.

“That is the burden of buying the name without knowing the liabilities,” said Rose. “As you already know, the clause in Lady Angelleia’s contract, and as Misses Rapier’s contract, specifies that any products patented under the Rapier name go with Lady Angelleia regardless if she is bought out of her contract, is removed from her position by the board, if she sells the company, or resigns. Those patents you claim are registered under the corporate banner are not: they were registered by, and under the name of, Bendian Rapier himself. When he had died, those patent rights went to his successor, his wife Naressa. When she turned ownership over to her daughter, she turned over those rights.”

“But-,” began Gemius Hih, enraged.

Rose cut her off. “Now, Canus Rapier Biggio knew of this but he went ahead with the agreement with a blank stare. He knew; he took the company, its assets, and its liabilities as is. He knew, even as the new stock tanked in the market, that he did not have the formula for Saberhide, or the rest. He did not have the Shadow Ring research. He honestly does not have the right to use MITES as security at Rapier Technologies any longer. In short, he should have negotiated a deal with Lady Angelleia to secure those rights. He did not: he only wanted the company that Lady Angelleia no longer wanted to run.”
“But this is wrong!” exclaimed Gemius Hih.

“You are correct: when I said Mister Biggio does not have the right to use MITES as a security at Rapier Technologies any longer, I should have said YOU do not.”

“This is not what I meant! I would not have bought majority stake in the company if I had known this,” whined the Yanturum. “I will sue!”

“That is your choice,” said Rose plainly, calmly. “Even though you are an adult who reads and understand Basic, and Republic law, and business in general and investing specifically, it is your right to sue even though you bought your product blindly on childish assumptions of everything you want was in it.”

“How dare-.”

“But be advised: Canus Rapier Biggio the Fifth will not go down without a fight.”

The Yanturum made a face and said, “I’m suing Lady Angelleia!”

“She was not the owner of Rapier Technologies when you bought it, Madam. You will have no right to sue her. You will lose if it gets passed a hearing, and that is a really big if.” Rose waved her hand as if to suggest goodbye, which actually was the cue to the computer to shut down the transmission. Gemius Hih’s fury was short lived and cut off. Rose said, “Computer, block out all transmissions identified as Gemius Hih, or from Yantiz.”
Casper said to Rose as she approached the kitchen/dining room, “That was brutal.”

“The truth is brutal,” said Rose genuinely. “That is why an easy life is a lying one. Hih knew what she was getting into buying Cansus’ shares; if she did not, then why is that Mistress’ problem.”
“I didn’t think Juna had it in her to sell the family company,” said Casper as he closed the dishwasher after Rose’s minor contribution. “It’s almost unthinkable.”
“Against the Dark Side, Young Jedi, I assure you,” warned Rose ominously, “for victory, you better do the unthinkable.”

The certainties of her words were enough to make Casper uneasy. Rose gestured towards the table again and both proceeded to sit down at it. Together, they spent an hour recounting their uniquely different yet undoubtedly linked tales. For that time, they kept it in summary, very generalized; from Rose’s role in saving Angelleia and discovering the young girl’s deadly blood, to Casper’s wild flight from the Jedi Temple and run in with Coy Madex and Beja Tu Ramore. The both of them held on to their respected secrets: Casper decided not to mention the Qualeggoes’ bombshell, and Rose had been ordered by Darth Sidious not to reveal him.
Going back through what was discussed over freshly made caffe, Rose said, “So you never knew about Angelleia’s blood?”
Casper shook his head and said, “Not a clue. She never had a cut or had ever shed blood tears. It wasn’t like I raised her in a cage or anything.” He gave it some thought and realized, “Although…. Onso-Uri did die mysteriously.”
“A Jedi?” quizzed Rose before taking a drink of caffe.

“Yes; he was Nue Cadabel’s secondary when it came to the younglings and Initiates,” said Casper. “He replaced Nue after Nue had died. He did the workup on Angelleia, drew her blood, and noted her irregularities.” He shook his head and said, “Onso-Uri then began suffering a hemorrhagic blood disorder for the next ten or so years. He was not young, but it was still an early age for death.”

“I have not seen the full analysis on Angelleia’s blood I had started prior to my apprehension,” said Rose. She got up and had the house computer link up to her ship outside to download the results that have been ready for the past three weeks. “However, I feel that was the cause of his death. As an infant, the blood was perhaps not as potent.”

The holographic emitters produced overlays of theoretical and proven models of the tests. Readings and results ticked off for the both of them to read; Casper ended up being more taken aback by the inanimate objects results. Rose said, “It had eaten right through my Saberhide body armor. There’s nothing left of it.”

“This is nothing like Faith,” said Casper, referring to the daughter of Magus Prophet, created from one of Juna’s stolen eggs. “Her fluids only wrecked havoc on midi-chlorians.”

“And yet this does not alter the chemical bonds at the molecular level like acids and corrosives do,” pointed out Rose. She honestly sighed and said, “I was damn lucky.”

“It has a short life outside of her body, but it can become a spore, go airborne,” noted Casper. He rubbed the back of his neck. “A bleeding scratch could even be fatal to, what, what’s the range? Who does it affect?”
“I have a feeling it affects anything and everything,” said Rose. When she noted Casper had enough of looking at it. “It is her immune system, and it is a hyper-effective defensive mechanism. It does not discriminate.”
Casper was sitting back down and thought aloud, “I wonder if the Jedi Council knew? Perhaps, maybe, they suspected.”
“Is that why she was being trained as a Healer?” suggested Rose as she returned with a fresh pot of caffe. She filled his cup before her cup. “Perhaps the real reason why?”

Having not really covered that topic with Rose, Casper felt that really was none of her business. But he did admit, “Maybe. They were very resilient themselves on her becoming a Jedi. Perhaps, like Faith, like Belladonna. So, they keep her far away from harm.”
Rose shook her head and offered, “A waste of her power and ability. Healers can find themselves in a battle just as easily as a Knight can. What would it matter then if she found herself in a circumstance where she is bleeding? Her patients would never last.”

“Agreed,” said Casper. He clarified, “On the waste of power and ability.” He said nothing more, and when Rose did not press it was his turn to quiz. “After all this time, nothing more came up on the Wettlespear?”

“The only new information,” began Rose, “was when I came home first. Analysis was finally complete on the Breslin rescue operation. The Wettlespear focus-fine emitter crystal is molecular similar to an Ilum crystal, but it is naturally occurring like an Ilum crystal, not artificial.”
“Surely not?!” That news was not necessarily happy to hear even the slightest. It was bad enough to Casper that the Wettlespear was a Rapier Tech weapon, but to use the very crystals used by Jedi for their lightsabers…. “Call it up.”

Rose again was up and calling up the readouts. The file was shown holo-generated and sure enough to Casper’s balls-dropping disappointment the MITES analysis, though distorted by the Wettlespear’s beam, showed a crystalline base similar to the crystals found in his own weapon. The formula-shift showed the crystal was indeed natural, but it contained a poor density-to-clarity ratio; then again, that part of the readout was distorted.

Still, not amused, Casper muttered sarcastically, “Terriffic, so the Jedi had a ‘hand’ in this too. Wonderful.”

Rose turned off the energy field, thought for a moment, and said, “As far as we know not this part of Project Korriban.” Casper looked at her thoughtfully, and for once he could tell she really did think about what she was going to say to him. This information she was going to keep from him, but she had made a conscious decision. She slowly told him everything she knew, based on Gosten Crisiol’s recollections, on how Project Wettlespear was just a tiny piece of the grander, secret Republic military project.
Afterwards, after a new pot of caffe was made, Casper felt his blue eyes just crossing at the information. “Not that Madex needs another legitimate reason to chase Juna, but this link can give his actions merit in Council’s eyes. I am sure he upset them with using Angelleia as bait on Zonloki.”
“Based on Crisiol’s extensive memory,” Rose furthered on, “the Jedi were not involved.”
“But he knew little of the other projects,” reminded Casper. “Chancellor Fha’la at that time was not the best of decision makers. He could be bullied and pressured into anything, and it did not take much. Plo Koon told me the times the Council felt bad about asking Fha’la for anything while, at times, protecting him from aggressive politicians.” He shook his head and said, “Fha’la would have, at least, asked Yoda for his opinion.”

“An opinion does not mean the Jedi aide in this illegal action,” said Rose. “Unlike Pern to Vhanba, the military escalation would not be a moral justification for the Jedi to act-.” She caught Casper’s sudden eyes-wide open. “Casper?”
At no time did it occur to Casper how so many things that appeared unrelated in fact were until now, and only because of Qualeggoes’ revelations about Juna’s parentage and the collection of evidence the Sith Hunters had legitimately discovered. All of it fit a controlled pattern, which none of it was a series of unfortunate events that ‘just happened’. Every single, glaring, burning bright than a thousand suns point in the saga had a common denominator; one integer that decided the square root of everything; the foundation to the house of conspiracy. With careful thought, once someone took a deep breath and long step back to look at it all, the answer and the reason were once solely the property of one individual.

Naressa Rapier.

“I’ve been looking at this all wrong,” voiced Casper cryptically. His mind was running thousands of light years a second, and it was not caused by the several cups of caffe he had consumed. As he thought, he looked at an inquisitive Rose, finding himself again desiring to bottle up the recent information the new revelation he possessed. He had to find Juna; it became highly imperative that he did for both her and Angelleia’s sakes.
“Casper?” Rose decided to go the more friendly, connecting approach.

A part of his thinking, only a smart part of it, came from his mouth. “Enothchild did not tell the Council everything. And you’re right: they don’t know about Wettlespear.” He rubbed the back of his neck again and declared, “We must find Angelleia and Juna. I must get them both to Coruscant, get them, and you, under the Jedi Order’s protection.”
Puzzled, Rose said, “I do not need the Jedi’s protection.”

“All three of you need it, Rose. You all possess very powerful and very dangerous information, the kind not only the Sith would crave.” Thinking hard what to do, he gritted his teeth and said, “Blast it, Coaxial might know about this too. I might have to go get him as well.”

Rose iterated, “I will not go to Coruscant, I will not live under the security of the Jedi! Besides that, the Sith Hunters have already made us the targets of Jedi ire!”

“I will bring you all in,” said Casper, as if to assure Rose that would solve the problem. “Madex will have no choice but to relent to the Council’s wishes.”
“It is unacceptable, and I will not participate!” exclaimed Rose.

“Rose,” began Casper, using his mind quickly, “this does not have to end in some battle to the death. Master Zesha’s death was a tragic accident. Intentional death has not occurred yet in this mess. It can all be straightened out, but only if Juna stays alive and does not kill Madex. That is the only solution to this.”
“No it is not,” said Rose empathically. “It is the hopeless solution. You know, and I know, just as Mistress Juna knows, Coy Madex wants to kill her. Such desire in unbefitting a Jedi, but then again he is a Jedi no longer. He is a Sith Hunter: there is only one solution to them. Your precious Jedi Council will not stop him, and he himself will be damned if they made the attempt.”

Shaking her head, she said strongly, “Either Juna dies, or the Sith Hunters do: that is the only outcome that will satisfy anyone.”

“That is what will satisfy you,” said Casper. “There does not have to be an absolute outcome to this. For Force sake’s, my Daughter is in the middle of this!” His voice raised in volume, his words in sudden intensity. “I will not have Angelleia killed by either side’s hatred! She did not ask for this, she does not want it! I know her, and she thinks and believes the same way I do, but she lacks the ability to reason her convictions to Juna, who she may or may not know is her mother!
“I was wrong to take the responsibility of raising Angelleia, but I can’t look back! I raised her, I took care of her, and I care too much for her! I am CURSED with love! I love my Daughter too much to see her destroyed by such absolutism! She does not have to become part of the OUTCOME!!! You want to go down that dark side road of glory and death, fine! Don’t take my Angelleia with you!”

Rose said nothing at first as Casper slowly calmed down. The Jedi Knight’s chest heaved as if he had been fighting Darth Rune on Nal Hutta all this time and not shouting in anger for just the past two minutes. After a few more seconds, he felt more embarrassed than winded, and he realized he had just demonstrated the very reason why the Jedi Council no longer wanted him to patrol after he had raised Angelleia. His reaction was overzealous, way beyond acceptable to the Jedi Code, way beyond attachment.
“I’m sorry,” said Casper before retreating to the living room. He really did not know what else to say, or whether he was actually saying sorry to Rose or to the Force. He tried to think he was just frustrated with the whole mess, driven by guilt with what he knew when meshed in with what he had learned. He had went from needing to save everyone from great harm to wanting to save Angelleia’s life alone, Coy and Juna be damned, and whoever else was involved. Angelleia had not asked to be in this.
Without warning, Casper felt Rose press her body against his back and her hands reached the front of his body to rub his chest. Her forehead pressed against the middle of his back.
“I hate the Jedi,” mewed Rose softly. “I truly hate them.”

“I’m a Jedi,” he reminded her, not turning around; just accepting her embrace.

There was a little sigh and she muttered, “If you only knew….” Rose then got very quiet, very still, pretending she had not said what she had said.

“Knew what?” Casper sensed only in her words the sudden shift of apprehension. He turned himself about to face her. “Rose, knew what?”

Rose chewed her lower lip, understanding her error all too well. The alert from the house’s security system saved her, and it pulled the two apart. Clearing her throat, Rose said, “Computer, display here.”
As Rose pulled away from Casper, he felt her hand tug on his passing hand, just barely gripping his fingers before she let go to view the hologram. The Jedi really did not know what to say or think about it as he found himself just dumbstruck by what she had said. It all went away when the tactical display showed six unidentified creatures charging hard for the house on repulsorlift bikes. They were all many, many miles apart, but coming very fast, and the MITES determined they were very well armed. 
Casper took out his lightsaber and said, “It’s not the Sith Hunters.”

“No,” said Rose. And a chillingly grin formed on her face. “They’re victims.” She proceeded for the basement; while undoing her dress, she said to him, “Leave some for me.” Before he could ask she was half naked, flying down the secured steps.
Casper had no time to be confused by her departure or glee. Like any good Jedi he remembered his training, tapped the Force, and the everything he was just ten seconds ago that was considered wrong and inappropriate was gone. Whoever was coming was going to either answer his questions when it was over, or if they were too irrational they were going to take those answers to the Force beyond.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 59.2

The six had came from Parchedwood, and once they had cleared the mountain range through the path to Juna’s homestead they broke ranks and split up into three groups of two. Two kept their straight charged for the home; the others flanked wide right and wide left in an attempt to circle their target. What the groups did not realize was the erection of a powerful, planetary shield-rated screen all around them, trapping them on the grounds.
The two charged on for the front door. They dropped and rose over hills and valleys. They had to pace each other differently so one could see the home while the other was in a blind zone during the trip. But both had to suffer some sort of inability to see the house. So the pattern saved the trailing bike rider as when the lead rider went over the second to next hill to the house, Casper’s green lightsaber shot up from the rise and took the lead rider completely out of the fight. The rider of the doomed bike rode the right side of the split in half bike right into the coming hillside, his body lost in a shower of fire and crater creation.
The other rider, distraught, pulled wide of the house and attempted to warn the others about the new wrinkle, but he found his communications were jammed. He was on his own, then, pulling out his blaster, eyeing Casper easily as the lightsaber gave away his position. He fired, and as expected the Jedi blocked the shots easily. Wisely he kept his circle wide and his fire controlled; he just had to stall the Jedi long enough for the others to complete their flank.
The blaster bolt that hit him came from behind, penetrated the blaster vest, and blew his heart out through the front. As the rider pulled his bike to one side as he died, his body noted the source of the attack: it looked like a naked female Humanoid judging by the silhouette in the lighted doorway. His eyes closed, and his bike slowed to a stop, before Rose had shut off the lights to the house.
Casper watched Rose run from the darkened home for the floating bike. She was on it and drove it down the adjoining hill before he could even consider what he saw. Was it his imagination or was Rose fighting naked? It was just whatever she was wearing, it was not the tight-fitting Saberhide body armor she used to have; there were just parts of her female anatomy that had inappropriately jiggled….
The whine of the right-flanking groups’ engines caught Casper’s attention, and quickly he ran towards the house, shutting down his lightsaber and flipping to the roof. Predictably, the two riders opened fired on the house, targeting that they believed to be the power regulator. Truth was Juna was so security conscious one could argue she was paranoid; the home’s power systems were all hidden underground; the regulator was nothing more than a ruse.
So was the moisture vaporator that Casper attacked once with his lightsaber; he cut the top shaft off and let it fall just right between the passing riders. The riders split apart; the one nearest to the house was rubbed raw off his speeder bike by skidding his body against the wall. The other rider made for the valley below, and right into Rose’s awaiting trap. The glow of explosion told Casper and the last two riders coming from the the east all they needed to know.

Given away, Casper left off the roof as the last riders split up immediately and tried to triangulate him in their sights. It was effective if they would have had another rider, but all they did was chase Casper’s shadow. They kept far enough away from the house, doing whatever they could to circle around it in order to take away any of Casper’s sneaky advantages.

The most skilled of mercenaries could miss Casper’s fast leap from his position by the house to outside their attack orbit. Rolling to his feet, Casper ignited his lightsaber and threw it, Enothchild-spearing the unsuspecting rider right in the chest. The last rider saw it; however Rose was immediately after him, chasing him away with her blaster. As the Jedi went to retrieve his weapon from the dead rider, Juna’s servant gave her foe a wild pursuit through the hills.
Although the hills had few obstructions, the ride was still wild for anyone who took it fast. Wisely, the foe did not stay on the clean, clear path; he was able to avoid Rose’s assault from behind that way. The young woman was not stupid, only firing when it was prudent and safe enough to do so. The last rider could not shoot back, yet he was inspired enough to start pulling grenades and letting them bounce behind him.
So well trained, Rose did not need the Force to know to move when she saw the foe’s free hand drop down or make a throwing motion. It was rather insane for anyone to have one hand off the steering controls. Her foe was panicking, letting go of his grenades too early, activating them and just letting them go so she could run into them as they exploded. To his credit, and to her sudden dismay, his last grenade struck her chest. It did not explode until it was dozens of meters behind them, but Rose had to slow down to catch her breath.
Sensing victory, and the need to fight another day, the unknown, unrevealed mercenary gunned his bike over the next rise. Rose came to a stop and waited, and ten seconds later there was an explosion. Recovered, she flew her bike towards the front gate of the property, navigated over it, and stopped well short of the planetary-rated deflector shield she had enacted the moment she had entered the basement back at the home. When it enveloped the planet, it could stop heavy bombardment and most flying vessels; condensed as it was in its harmonics, the energy field was as dense as a single layer duracrete wall and as hot as raging inferno. Most of the speeder bike, and the rider, were in pieces on the other side of the high intensity energy field, and on fire collectively. Smiling, Rose turned and headed back to the house, hoping Casper had left one alive to torture horribly for information.

As Rose gave chase to the last assailant, Casper found the rider he had made drive into house still lying against the wall; velocity, wall, and friction successfully disabled the man’s ride and removed his left arm. Grimacing, Casper pushed the speeder bike out of the way and began to prop the unconscious man up; he was Human, and his clothing and unused hardware suggested he was indeed a mercenary of some kind. As soon as he moved him, the man screamed himself awake from the pain that had engulfed his ruined shoulder.
“Take deep breaths, my friend,” urged Casper, kneeling beside the man. “First Aid will be administered shortly.”
“Go to hell….Jedi,” muttered the man, seething with clinched teeth. “Shove that aid up your ass where the Force don’t shine!”
“You picked the wrong house to burglarize,” reminded Casper, speaking seriously, but unable to reach the crescendo he had not too long ago with Rose about Angelleia. “And that’s before you count me. Who are you? Why have you come here?”

“You think I’ll talk, Jedi?” The man then coughed. “Sure, I’ll tell you: it was…just a job…”

“A job, eh? Someone hired you? Who?”
The noise of repulsors drew both men’s attentions; with Rose’s return, the house lights automatically turned on, including the flood lamps that lit her arrival. Both men blinked obsessively as she approached them; the wounded man more stunned by her appearance than Casper was. Her body moved too freely to suggest she was wearing any clothing, and yet her entire skin was a hyper-gloss red; her flesh had seemingly become the hull and paint scheme of some hot rod land speeder. Her blonde hair had become strawberry blonde by the process and flattened down, but it remained free, unattached, and when Rose flicked it and made a mini-whip-snap sound that made the wounded man jump.

To confirm who she was, Rose said to Casper, “Rapier Prototype Numeral Four-Forty-Eight: polymorphic ironite flesh; the brand name is better known as Saberskin, the successor to Saberhide. Just another secret Gemius Hih would kill to have” She looked at the wounded man and raised her Heartseeker Special and asked candidly, “You like what you see? Because rest assured, it will be the last nice thing you see if you do not answer my questions!”

Casper stood up and said, “There is no need to be unpleasant. He’s willing to cooperate.”
“No he isn’t,” said Rose plainly. She then did something very strange, very odd; she tossed her weapon cleanly towards the man. It landed on his lap with no problem. The man was getting over two shocks already; the third really confused him.

“What exactly-.” Casper began, but Rose’s hand rose up to silence him, and just the way it shined under the light just was very eerie.

“Listen to me very carefully,” said Rose, very strongly, very strictly as to force the wounded man to not waiver in his attention for one second. “I am going to torture you. I am going to torture you very slowly.” She raised her hand again to shut Casper up. “You will know when it will begin, and you will not know when it ends. I assure you twice, fool, it will last. It will last a very long time.”
Before the man could say anything, Rose cut in, “But you can fight your way out of this. The speeder bike waits behind me. There are only two of us.” She flexed her fingers, indicating to take his best shot at her. “Maybe you beat the Jedi before he turns on his weapon: it’s been known to happen. Maybe you can shoot me through my eye: luck provides its victories as well as skill.” She then added, “Maybe, you are not so lucky. We get to you, and the fun begins and we make you talk. Trust me, Merc, we will make you talk, and say anything we want to hear.”
Rose then gestured towards the man and said, “Or shoot yourself.” The man suddenly held his breath, tipping to Casper that the man had actually considered doing Rose’s previous suggestion first. She continued, “Go ahead. Shoot yourself. Take the secrets with you. It will mean it will take us longer to figure things out, but it would be precious time for us to waste. The benefits are tremendous, if you think about it.”

“Rose, are you kidding!” shouted Casper. He found that crescendo in his voice again.
Rose ignored him. “You won’t feel pain anymore. You won’t betray any confidences. You won’t have to undergo my persuasive techniques. It would be the only act of vengeance you could ever do to us that is guaranteed to be successful. Otherwise, the alternatives are not that good. Because if you miss, the Jedi is only going to keep you alive, and that’s when I get to play!”

To conclude her presentation, Rose just gestured towards the blaster in his hand. “Live or die, Merc: make your choice.”
The man looked down at the blaster, and as he did Casper caught Rose’s steely look; her left eye winked at him; he just about cursed her out. But his thoughts about taking the blaster away from the man were too late; the man held the blaster barrel against his chin, his finger firmly around the trigger. Rose said and did nothing; any attempt by Casper was a fifty-fifty proposition. What was worse was that the Heartseeker Special was a Rapier manufactured product, betrayed by the Rapier Technologies logo; likely, like most of the weapons from the company, it was designed with sophisticated systems to only function properly by its owner; if the man pulled the trigger as Casper pulled the weapon away, even if the blaster bolt missed, the blaster would more than likely explode like a bomb.
After some time, the man finally broke down, dropped the blaster, and blathered, “It was just a job! Just a bounty, man! That’s all it was, just a bounty! We couldn’t resist!”

Rose walked over, grabbed the blaster, and said, “Precisely, the bounty is for whom, what’s the amount, why was it posted, and most important of all who posted it? You have that information, bounty hunter, and I want it.”
Casper instead grabbed her and said, “You go get the med kit; I’ll take it from here.” He gave her a knowing shove to get her going, expressing her displeasure at what she had done. Yet, Rose just smiled and went inside.
“As my friend was saying,” stressed Casper.

“The bounty is straight out of Ancesca,” said the man with none of the boasting or swagger he possessed before. Casper could sense that Rose scared it out of him. “Straight fringe justice: one hundred thousand credits for Juna Rapier, dead or deader.”

“A death note!” Casper found himself frowning deeply. Just about all bounty hunts, legal or based in the Fringe, had a DOA – dead or alive – clause and more often than not alive paid better than dead. This was just a straightforward hit-for-hire; first one that ‘bags’ Juna, and can prove it, wins. “Who posted it?”

“Ancesca did,” said the man, appearing confused. “Someone passed the job to the Bounty Hunters Guild; it’s a wide open contract! Whoever she pissed off, it’s open season on her!”
That hit Casper like a load of bricks; now he remembered where he had heard the name Ancesca before. He did not want to believe it, let alone think it as a possibility, but he bet Coy Madex had done it. The Bothan was no longer content with the civilized universe hating Juna. With credits and no other reasons provided, Madex had just unleashed hell; a bounty where death was the only requirement and the payment amount high was as easy a job any bounty hunter could ask for.

As Rose came back with the med kit, she was sporting a large bathrobe. She said, “Is he telling you everything?”

“Just about,” said Casper. “Any mention in this bounty about a little girl?”

The man blinked and said, “Only that this Rapier gal had killed a little girl.”

Rose had nearly dropped the med kit. Casper’s mouth, however, had noticeably dropped. Just when Casper did not think Madex could ever up the ante something else would appear. The elements of the Fringe mainly lived by their own rules, which many were made up as they went along. However, for the most part, many in the Fringe had some broken honor code that held a few common, but unbreakable rules: one of the biggest was not to harm, or kill, a child. Criminals by and large were a funny collection, but even the worst offenders and repeat offenders stayed clear of damaging younglings. Child killers were just one of those professions no offender wanted to be known as.
“What else?” demanded Casper.
“The bounty gave the particulars: height, hair, eyes, where she lives, the works!” The man grimaced and pointed, or tried to, towards town. “Our ship has the particulars, it’s a Harbinger Four-series. This gal is sloppy; leaving particulars out in the open like that.”

“When was this posted?”

“Barely yesterday.”

Rose turned around and took the med kit with her. Casper got up and followed her, leaving the begging man behind. When he had caught up with her, she was tossing the med kit away and trying to go back downstairs. He grabbed her and said, “Wait!”
“You wait!” Rose pulled away, and when she did a hand-print and hand-size layer of Saberskin came off as if a reptile was shedding its skin. “Do you realize what that Bothan has done! There is no port, now, that is safe! Its shoot first and damn the questions!”
“And where exactly would you go?” asked Casper reasonably, not even debating the point about whether this was Madex or not.
“Ancesca,” said Rose, heading back downstairs to grab some better fighting attire to fit over her Saberskin body. Casper followed right behind, stopping at the foot of the stairs to admire the surroundings of technology, security, weapons, and defense. Juna had it appropriately stockpiled, and it was only a bit of the secrets. Just off to the side, right across from the stairs, was a shower system with a ring of spray nozzles pointed centrally within a surrounding, retractable frame; what dripped from them, the Saberskin compound, dripped just a little bit like blood.
On the large screen against the far wall, Casper noted the bounty hunter’s detected departure by the MITES. He ignored it and concentrated on Rose, even as she stripped off her robe to pull on the fighting attire. “So what, you’re going to fight the Bounty Hunter’s Guild?”
“No,” said Rose, pulling on a black unitop; white pants came next. “I am going there as a bounty hunter interested in any new jobs. There, I will discover the apex code that controls the bounty.” She looked at him and said, “You will pretend to be Coy Madex and give them the apex code to end the hunt. It will require credits to pay the Guild off as well, but I’ll have the funds to do it.”
Casper was thoroughly amazed by Rose’s immediate cunning. After what had happened recently on the grounds outside, he would have thought shooting first, smeck the questions was her policy. Time was of the essence though; there was little time to worry over her morality. He asked, “Are you certain it will work?”
“Master, I am as certain as our departing bounty hunter getting fried by the deflector shield I still have up.” Rose calmly turned to the screen; Casper looked too, and the MITES detected the one arm man’s demise, shattering against the energy field, pieces of himself catching fire and burning.

Finished with her boots, Rose calmly switched off the deflector shield. She just said, “We go in separate ships, but just in case Madex has actually laid a trap at Ancesca I’ll just borrow our dead foe’s Harbinger Four-series. They no longer need it.”

Getting over the disturbing acts perpetrated by Rose momentarily, Casper stopped her as she tried to pass by him. He said to her, “That was a little uncalled for, don’t you think?”
“Master,” began Rose evenly, reminding him of a point earlier, “for victory, you better do the unthinkable.”

“At what cost, this victory?” Casper measured her seriously. “At what cost?”

Rose’s answer was quick. “For survival.” She grabbed some equipment in boxes and added, “Coy Madex understands that, and therefore he is willing to cross the line. For the survival of the Republic, if not out of vengeance, he damns his soul in the name of all who are good, for the good. If there is one thing that I can admire about Madex, Master, it is his ability to accept the consequences at achieving victory.”

As she went to the stairs, she added over her shoulder, “Besides, Master, if you haven’t been keeping score lately, no matter how valiant we are: we’re the bad guys. Welcome to the team if you are inclined to come along.”

Casper just shook his head, but out of that exchange he could see the logic of Rose’s plan. Juna was in great peril, and Angelleia was going to be in the crosshairs of dangerous people just as Juna was going to be; whether Madex wanted Angelleia harmed in it or not did not seem all that debatable to him. In this, however, was opportunity: if they found Juna and Angelleia, he could wisk them back to Coruscant for safety and convince the Jedi Council of Madex’s madness.
Was it possible that he and Rose could run into Juna and Angelleia along the way? He seriously doubted it. People with prices on their heads did not go to Ancesca.
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