CHAPTER 42.0
It was going to be a long day.
As he had intended to do after responding to Juna’s message a few days ago, Casper felt the time was right to go to Rapier Grounds to set up his meeting with Plo Koon. Queen Amidala had no problem and no questions when he asked to borrow a land speeder. By the dawn of next morning he was away from Theed, taking the familiar road he remembered from the last time he was on Naboo, and proceeded for the northern providence of Ioessia many hours away. Prior to leaving Casper checked the various message accounts one more time, but neither Juna nor Branch gave him anything to think about for the lonely drive, or change his mind about the meeting. Any distraction would have been welcomed; the Force could not have been less disturbed if everyone in the universe just held still. Too calm the Force, it was as if the galaxy had drawn in a deep breath and was holding it, waiting for the right moment to exhale. 
At least that was what it was to Casper with matters seemingly centered on him alone. Another way he looked at, this all to him was like the old wheel on that wooden hay cart he saw at the Nightshade family farm on Lone Star when he last visited there years ago; he was the stationary locking hub, the individual matters he was involved with were the spokes, and finally the rim that combined answers, circumstances, and explanations that made the spokes related to one another some of way other than by the hub. And has that wheel spun around it kept Casper guessing what would happen next with any of it as the spokes just zipped past his stationary form. One spoke was Juna, the second Angelleia, the third Branch, the fourth Bly Coaxial, the fifth Coy Madex and his friends, the sixth the Jedi Council, the seventh McBain, the eighth the Wettlespear, and the ninth and last, the Sith: all of those spokes, moving around him, all related to him, all related to the circumstances of the wheel of the known universe, their order on the wheel not important, the collective wheel attached to a runaway cart rolling downhill, never stopping. As much as he tried throughout the entire trip to Ioessia, Casper found himself still that hub, and it appeared the only way the wheel could stop spinning was if he the hub failed.
That was a thought Casper did not enjoy considering, but it was a thought that would not go away. The runaway cart in his metaphor was the galaxy. He could not escape the feeling that if he failed to resolve these matters completely, the Republic would destructively crash.
Not wanting to think himself self-important, Casper was suddenly beginning to feel an unexpected burden upon him far more significant than he had ever thought possible before; it made going with Enothchild, Juna, and Mathaniel to Nal Hutta to defeat Darth Rune, it made his younger desire to become a Jedi to avoid seeing his Grandfather again, very minor in comparison. Even with Juna’s admission about the Wettlespear, Casper did not realize until his trip to Rapier Grounds that the weight of burden had been upon him the moment he left Coruscant with Branch; one seemingly unrelated circumstance, the Wettlespear, suddenly became attached to the very fate of the known universe. Casper the Hub, realizing over and again he did not just held onto one spoke in the wheel that was on the runaway hay cart; the runaway hay cart, rolling dangerously downhill, out of control; waiting for some part of that preverbal wheel to fail.
“It’s the hub that always fails,” Casper said, quoting the words of his brother Rigel close to the end of his journey. It was during that visit years ago that a hay cart did get away from the Nightshade farm hands. That cart was half way down the hill when one of the wheels came off before Casper could stop the carnage with the Force in time. Both the cart and the free wheel were ruined; the wooden axle split, one side of the cart cracked and the wheel splintered into kindling wood. Casper’s oldest brother just gestured at the mess and made the point. 
Said Rigel Nightshade It’s the hub that always fails: either it doesn’t hold the park brake, or when the cart is going the wheel just falls off. The dern cart could be still as a feeding babe’s eyes on their mama, and the hub will uncouple: cause the whole cart to fall apart sometimes. I can see why the fancy folk went with those hoverin’ devices and those robots: made them lazy weak, but they ain’t got them running away from them.
Although Casper did not correct his elder brother back then about the supposed impossibility of runaway repulsorlift vehicles, or droids, he did tell Rigel his point was rather philosophical. Rigel was a very humble, if not astute, man who noted to Casper that that ‘Phyllis’ character must have been a bright woman because that ‘Mister Yoda’ ‘feller’ had mentioned her here and there during the Jedi Master’s stay with the Nightshades years long ago – as when Master Yoda was spouting about the Jedi ‘Phyllis’ to them. Therefore to say Rigel’s point was so noteworthy of ‘Phyllis’ meant a lot to Rigel.
Even now as Casper stopped at the proud, closed gates of Rapier Grounds, he never thought less of anyone short of any significant intelligence unless shown otherwise. Sometimes, as he learned humbly fifteen years ago with how he mistreated Naressa, the smart ones were too smart for their own good. To Casper, the learned just had this unreasonable knack to only figure out what they wanted in a problem instead of finding the whole solution. The best way he could describe it was ‘learned stupidity’.
For many generations, from every Master to Learner the process repeated over and again, the Jedi were always told that the Force was everything, and the dark side was always evil; somehow, someway, the dark side was separate from the Force based solely on each one of those points, be it either in energy or philosophy. Strangely, even Casper himself never questioned the contradictions, yet they blindly shaped his focus very easily: Force good, dark side of it bad, users of the dark side very evil. It left open that question that was never answered then: what was evil.

For Casper back then, the void was filled by a dark side vision he had on Dagobah, deep inside the bowels of a very evil tree, under Master Yoda’s direction. The diminutive Elfin had told him cryptically when Casper had asked him what was in there “only what you take with you”, and so eight year old young Knightshade left his weapon behind and entered the domain of evil with every fiber of the Force within him he could think of to shield him. In the tree’s darkest place within, a grown over cave, a figure of black rose from the shadows with snow white skin, hair of space, yellow eyes aglow, and pupils in which young Knightshade could not see his reflection, or any light, in, and over her heart, between her breasts, was the skinned-image of a black-ink flower, a rose….
Young Casper awoke hours later in Master Yoda’s little home, unaware how he had gotten there. Master Yoda would never tell him what had all happened, and Casper would never get the chance to tell him what he could recall before losing consciousness: Casper had been awakened by the death of Vhanba (TDH Chapter 15), just as the death of Vhanba called Yoda back to Coruscant. Ten years later the vision in the cave, a memory file buried deep under layers of Jedi Training under Ros, returned in the form of Naressa Rapier; she appeared just as the evil creature in the cave had. All that Casper knew and accepted narrowed down to Naressa as a micron dot, and so when the Pirus Krendel murder brought him back to her his focus on her guilt was narrower than the width of a lightsaber; only she alone could have done it all. When shown wrong, when Faith and Darth Rune collectively showed themselves, Casper just about gave up on his Jedi dream; his beliefs in his own faith had betrayed him. In the end, too late, his learned stupidity had doomed at least one woman whose only crime was that she loved Juna so much. Perhaps Naressa had done evil sometime in her life, but she was not responsible for what Casper had so strongly believed she had done wrong; until shown otherwise, Naressa was innocent; so too was Juna.
What, then, was evil?
Evil was not so simple to define anymore for Casper. Everything he knew to be evil was still as such; just now he wanted to know everything he could about subjects of interests before he passed judgment. Enough action in the absence of explanation was sufficient; such as it was for the man that used the Wettlespear to kill thousands; such as it was for the thief of Rapier Manor. And where did this leave Coy Madex in Casper’s view? Just that Casper felt Madex should count his ways in the Force that Casper wasn’t the ‘blame first’ Jedi he used to be. Madex had yet to join the likes of the one known as McBain or Hidu Bog. 

Yet: Plo Koon was going to have to explain Coy Madex.
With the gate sealed, Casper used the Force and leapt over the top of the wall. The tall, thick, pointy-top wall was very new, having replaced the old stone boundary that had marked the whole property; part of the old wall still existed, damaged and broken by the Trade Federation and could not even properly keep anyone out in its current condition. The wall damage was nothing compared to what the Jedi Knight had known like everyone else to be true for nearly five years; knowledge, on the other hand, meant nothing compared to seeing it for one’s self.
There was a sizable vacancy, cutting deep into the planet Naboo in place of the mansion. Hidu Bog was unable to take everything he wanted, such as the foundational struts that prevented the whole weight of the mansion from falling on top of the underground floors that housed gymnasiums, laboratories, machinery, and the all important Hanger Bay for starships – he scraped those floors and the earth that had covered him, however: he tore open the Hanger Bay all the way to the retractable doors three miles from Casper’s current location. The proud land still existed for miles around until it got close enough to figuratively catch whatever it was that prevented any growth all around the hole and in it. It was figuratively like a large untreated wound of war: gruesomely exposed gorged out flesh, gangrene spreading out, all of it preventing any healing. It was truly a scar upon the life form Naboo that would never heal. The quiet, the stillness, the lacking that was now called Rapier Grounds only inspired a feeling of dread that Casper even felt as he just looked upon the aftermath that was Hidu Bog’s vengeance. It drew him to inspect it; the Jedi Knight was now a pseudo-pathologist examining the decomposed remains of a freshly discovered corpse.
The central strut was strong and wide enough to accommodate an infantry walking in a ten by ten formation, and it was a suitable walkway for Casper to take once he crossed the massive front yard to where the building-size front doors used to be; how impossible in scale those doors, and yet so easy it was to open and close them; remarkable engineering to compliment extraordinary architecture. The void of walls and ceiling really played to the fact that it was all real to Casper, that there was once a great and true home, a place that was built for an unsanctioned and yet recognized royalty and it was gone.

Not all was gone; to his surprise Casper found the Bendian Rapier memorial still very intact; the Saberhide statue stood tall and untested by the passing of time, still sporting the blue diamond jewel necklace that was worn by the Head of Household of Rapier Manor. The flower bed of black roses strangely remained not just alive but tamed and organized in their surrounding rows; there was no sign of trimming or gardening, yet they held their height and poise now as they did fifteen years ago when Casper had saw them last. As usual, and still strange to him, the black roses’ buds remained closed under the warm summer sun; he knew they would open at night under the moons of Naboo, even though the roses did not have the genetic component to do so like other night flowers. Casper had not noticed it before, but now the Force was just as strange around the black roses; they gave off a faint, yet distinct and equally strange aura. Some day, he reminded himself privately for the hundredth time, he was going to ask Juna about the roses. With lingering curiosity, he inspected the memorial and noted that despite Hidu Bog’s might the memorial was never breached.

Casper swatted at some ‘flies’ and smiled. There was no lack of power here. There was no lack of security. There were many reasons why no one came here, certainly out of both fear and respect, but Juna still kept an eye on the place. He said aloud, “I hope you’re recording this.” He turned and followed the rest of the strut towards where the Grand Library used to be, but the Garden of Mazes still dominated the miles. With the master stairwell and several antiquity rooms gone Casper no longer had to make the turns to reach the back of the housing property. Before, one had to go through the Grand Library, one of the largest rooms in Rapier Manor and one of the grandest private collections of books, novellas, manuals, scriptures, written and digitally-transcribed word, all priceless and rivaled the collections found on Obora-skia; the computer systems held massive amounts of data and connected with many terminals in the galaxy; the single piece hardwood reading table stretched three hundred feet. The Grand Library also held its secrets too, one of which was the ghost of Dark Jedi Jurivicious Pern, whom Naressa had blasted his existence into the marble floor and in the process destroyed half of Rapier Manor nearly thirty years before; Pern’s presence was felt there ever since, however with the floor gone Casper no longer felt that evil presence. 

Perhaps Pern was released from his imprisonment.
Perhaps Hidu Bog had inherited the curse.

Casper moved on when he noticed the three white marble statues located between where the Grand Library used to be and the entrance to the ultra-high hedge growth that marked it as the enormously expansive main boundary of the Garden of Mazes. The Garden of Mazes was indeed a collection of differently theme designed labyrinths, beginning with the classic, extremely vast Hedge Maze that contained and connected the nine other mazes within; the centerpiece, the iconic three-dimensional Tower Maze, still stood intact and sinisterly casting it’s over one hundred-foot shadow over the land. Juna had told Casper that the mazes were reconfigured every five years, so he wondered a little if that tradition had continued since his departure. As much as the Garden of Mazes held a powerful curiosity over many who looked at it, it also produced a feeling of sadistic eeriness. Every maze, even the easy as well as large Hedge Maze, were just sinister in their own way; without Rapier Manor and staff to call upon for help, it just seemed to Casper that it would be borderline suicidal to enter such a concoction of confusion. Even with the presence of nanoscopic surveillance.
As he noted with the feeling of MITES all over him and the power he felt still coursing through that statue of Bendian Rapier, a computer and power system was still active in Rapier Grounds with the appearance of various landscaping droids maintaining the rear property; large models that mowed grass, small models that trimmed brush. When they finished their chores they did another, or flew over the top of the Hedge Maze. Casper watched the progress of a chuckling pruning droid as it floated by him to tend to the three statues that acted as the memorials for Enothchild, Dizzy and Muriel.

“One….two….three….” mused Casper as he approached the triangular formation of white marble, and noting the life-like size and image quality of the statues and the information their base mantles provided. Enothchild, of course, was Force Taken by Juna to save herself and an unborn Angelleia, therefore there was no body to bury.
Curiously, Casper looked over the sight again and said, “One….two……three…..” He followed Enothchild’s lifted gaze, and for a moment the Jedi Knight froze. At first, he thought someone was looking at him from atop of the Tower Maze; a dark figure. Using the Force, however, Casper could sense that no life was on top of that tower. After some thought and some long staring, he saw it was a statue.

“Naressa,” concluded Casper, remembering Juna telling him how Naressa had routinely entered the Garden of Mazes nightly, and always scaled the Tower Maze to gaze at Naboo’s moons. No one knew why Naressa did it, but after Nal Hutta Casper noted Juna stealing glances at the moons when she was able to, and during those times there seemed to be a longing in her eyes. He never asked Juna if she was hearing that same call that possessed her mother to lunar gaze. Clearly it meant a lot to the daughter to immortalize her matron in a positive display; he doubted very much it was meant to signify that Naressa was dead.
Still, thoughts of dealing with the current universe went away when Casper looked before him and counted, again, “One….two…..three” statues. Stroking his chin, he mused, “If the Arnes’ are all dead, than where is young Diggory?”

The point was interesting indeed, for Casper had understood it that the three member Arnes family were reportedly victims of the Trade Federation Occupation. Unofficially as it was with Angelleia, confirmed by Juna years ago on Coruscant, Muriel Thahada Arnes had impossibly given birth to a Dizzy Arnes’ son; through Juna’s extraordinary dark side power, the Human Muriel was able to conceive a child with her Sullustan husband which was far more unnatural than Juna’s ability to give birth to a Vhinphyc. Unlike Juna who had kept her child secret, the Arnes had planned to make sure their child was a recognized citizen of Naboo by faking an adoption for Diggory. It had apparently went as planned because there were some in the Palace of Theed that had remarked to Casper during his stay there that it was sad for them to know the ‘family of three’ had died.

That in itself was only curious now with the revelation of no marker for young Diggory; not even a mention of him on either Dizzy’s or Muriel’s monuments. Casper mused aloud for Juna to hear, “Is there someone or someones you would like to tell me about?” Something told him Juna, as well as perhaps the Arnes family themselves, was up to something good….

Before he could put thought into his though further, Casper attention was caught. Around the base of the monuments were rows of flowers; it was reminiscent of Bendian Rapier’s memorial, but the flowers were in ground and they were each of different kind. The flowers around Enothchild’s monument were a white Transdosian lily, for Muriel it was Alderaanian hydra roses, red orange as if to match the woman’s hair, and for Dizzy Corellian blue daisies that reflected the Sullustan’s bluish coloring and his love for things Corellian.

It was the blue daisies that drew Casper’s attention; the flowers around the marker, fifteen rows of them that completed an outgoing circle, were slouching, discolored, and lacked vibrancy. He walked over and kneeled down to inspect things closely. The earth under the flowers had been disturbed; the ground had a toiled smell to it; he didn’t forget such a smell after having visited his sisters’ flower gardens on Lone Star years ago. Such toiling was evidence of flowers being unearthed.
It was the bluish dots on the darkened, toiled soil that drew his attention more. Casper used his finger to pick up one of the dots and he examined it closely. It was a blue seed; they were the blue seeds in which the blue daisies grew from, shaken from the flowers themselves when the grave had momentarily been disturbed. The seeds, as tiny as a microdot subroutine processor in a droid articulation, would have never been seen if they were any other color. Something about the blue seeds held on tight to Casper’s focus, keeping his attention and his eyes locked on the single seed speck on the tip of his finger.
The wind blew around him, a gust that foretold the approach of a new weather system. When the wind blew, Casper felt a sudden insight quietly enter his mind, as if whispered to him delicately in his ear. It told him there was something to the thought about the blue seed, but not to the particular blue seed on his finger. He looked downward upon the ground, and for just the briefest of moments he saw line go from one blue seed, past others, to another blue seed, and then another line from that one towards another blue seed in an eradicate pattern. Yet the pattern was too familiar to him, like a hyperspace plot map.

Like the trail from Desderanda X to Menaddera to Corellia to Ord Mantell.
“The Blue Seed,” whispered Casper, horrified by the sudden idea. “No, the killer can’t be reading off the Blue Seed?!?”
The thought was genuinely disturbing to any serving member of the Jedi Order, and perhaps even for those who had become One with the Force as well. One of the key components to the Blue Field System that protects the Jedi, the Blue Seed contained the origin information of all past and current members of the religion – where they were from, when were they born, and other relevant information to their birth identity including their parentage. It was truly the only line of defense protecting a Jedi’s family from enemy retribution. This was one of those impossibilities that could not become true without extraordinary effort in the form of cowardly stupidity! The Blue Seed could not be out in the open!
Yet there were circumstances that favored the nightmare. There was absolutely nothing else that connected the victims to one another. The killer’s motives were lacking as he murdered two different races with no connection; there was nothing redeeming for the killer in the known profiles in these deaths. 

But he did take four jewelry cases of some kind from the Aabracans…. 

The Acendonts were missing a baby….

“Force no, what am I doing?” Casper shot up to his feet as the horrifying thought took precedent in his mind. He had little time to curse his selfishness: Angelleia was safe with Juna before, now she was much so because if the Blue Seed out in the open no Jedi was safe! If this had been a Sith ploy all along…..
“Oh!”

Casper was just about to run back to the land speeder, get to his ship, forget the meeting with Plo Koon, and go find Branch. Before he could formulate further plans on the subject, and before he took a step to run, he finally realized the two beings that had just arrived. They came the same way he did.

One of them was a shocked Beja Tu Ramore. “Son of a bureaucrat!”
The other, Coy Madex, continued on to say, “Awkward.”
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 42.1

The parties that stared at each other for the next few seconds realized the potential of the moment. Only one of the three Jedi knew were Angelleia and Juna were, or had a good idea where they were. The other two desired that information. The other possibility was for the two to capture the one to leverage Angelleia out of hiding, and by doing so drawing their targeted Sith out in the open. These facts were not lost on any of them.
But there were other facts to consider.

Hair bristling, Coy turned to Beja Tu and said, “I forgot to tell you, I pretended to be Plo Koon: you know, Nubians don’t put names to faces very well. Got Casper to land here and we eventually nab him.”
“You pretended…” Beja Tu turned beat red. He couldn’t believe it! “What, you don’t think this isn’t hard enough already? You wanted to surprise me?”

Coy let his eyes roll towards Casper. He smiled and said, “Surprise!” The Corellian Sith Hunter, on the other hand, looked even less amused. “Sorry.”
The two turned their attention fully on Casper….

Casper pulled out his weapon, ignited it for a diversion, but used the Force to throw one of the gardening automations at the two Sith Hunters. He turned and charged quickly for the Garden of Mazes and entered the eastern side of the Hedge Maze. Coy ducked the thrown droid as Beja Tu cut it in half with his lightsaber.
“Cut him off!” Casper heard Coy say clearly, telling him his fellow Jedi were right on his backside. The acoustics for most of the Garden of Mazes playing area were surprisingly excellent; sometimes a conversation at normal volume could be heard half a mile in. The sound had to carry in order for maze players not to become victims of starvation and thirst. “Go on top, I’ll take the maze.”
“Good luck there,” Casper quietly mumbled. He learned quickly that the maze had indeed changed from the last time he had navigated it; after a long run, a right turn, a left turn, a right turn and a left turn he found a dead end. 
Some things did stay the same, such as the panic buttons at every dead end in every maze that would send rescue droids to lead the lost out, such as the very thick wall of Bore’exch boreal hedging that stood fifty feet high that prevented most, if not Jedi, cheating, and such as the variable-width corridors that sometimes were only Human-girl wide that psychologically affected maze players in believing such narrow ways were not the ways to go. Although it appeared Beja Tu Ramore had the advantage of the high ground he did not; the constantly tall shrubbery and narrow corridors blinded him and Coy and Casper equally. It was difficult for the Corellian Sith Hunter to get up on top even with the Force; without the heavy, floating maintenance droids used as stepping stones he would not have achieved his perch. The shrubbery was barely sturdy enough to hold his body weight even though they defied the power of strong winds and the weight of the heaviest snow.
The design, new and previous versions, forced both Casper and Coy to slow their pace and consider all their options as they navigated the Hedge Maze. All three Jedi had their weapons off to be quiet as possible. All three were careful in using the Force, using their trained abilities as passively as possible; too much usage, and they can tip off their location to their Force-sensitive foe. So careful the Jedi were they could pass one another and not know it. Every corner became an exercise in stress as Coy Madex slithered around it. Every junction with multiple choices made Casper sweat a little with indecision, all the while making him weary crossing such a wide open area while Beja Tu was looking for him above.
Each maze in the Garden of Mazes was not absolutely cheat proof. The Hedge Maze had one built in cheat: every step in the lunar surface-like soil used in the walkways made nearly-indestructible footprints; it held the prints even under the barrage of 30 knot winds and an inch an hour rain. If one kept their head, and looked down from time to time, they would see where they have been previously if they got lost. Sensors in the mazes knew when there were no players and sent droids in soon afterwards to reset the mazes; in the Hedge Maze, they would rake the gray soil. On one hand, again when Casper hit a dead end, he backtracked quickly and took another, untouched, clean corridor. On the other hand, Coy found a set of Casper’s tracks and could follow his target just as quickly.
However, Casper realized there was a new cheat: a relative positioning marker. The combination of the high shrubs, the tricky layout, and the uniform design of the Tower Maze encouraged maze participants from looking up and using the Tower Maze as a means to give them an idea where they were in the Hedge Maze, or in any maze with a open sky. Casper discovered this for himself years ago when he thought to keep the high tower to his right, and yet he found himself, somehow, on the other side of the maze without crossing the major pathway to the Tower Maze; a pretty neat trick, an illusion created in one’s mind based on their perception of the permanent physical elements. The perception illusion was now and forever shattered, for with the addition of the statue of Naressa Rapier on the one side, Casper knew by looking up and seeing the statue he was still in the entrance quadrant on a southerly course. Moving, Casper considered his options with the information. If the paths held true, he had the rest of the Hedge Maze’s north side, but he had the option of entering three other mazes along the northern area that could lead him out quicker than navigating the rest of the Hedge Maze: the Brick Maze, the Iron Maze, and the Dungeon Maze.

Along with the quick exit options, Casper had to consider the pursuit after him; although before Casper would have not minded a confrontation with Coy Madex for the moment such selfishness was detrimental to both the galaxy at large with the Wettlespear threat and Juna’s innocence; the Jedi Order had to be informed about his Blue Seed theory, and there was no one else on Juna’s side. At the same time Casper had to avoid capture, and he had to get away free and quickly; more pursuers could be coming at any moment to stop him. A battle of any kind would only aide the others in delaying him, and he felt if captured he was not going to be able to express his theory to anyone who would care.
The leaping shadow of Beja Tu stopped Casper in his tracks. The tracking on top Sith Hunter, however, kept going. Casper nearly turned his weapon on; doing so would have given him away. Gambling, he turned and gestured towards his tracks; he obliterated his tracks with the Force.
“I got him!” yelled Coy. As soon as Casper errantly used too much of the Force the Bothan sensed his location. Quickly he followed the tracks until half a minute later he reached the point were his foe obliterated his trail. Comlink out, he asked Beja Tu, “Where are you?”
“Two rows away now,” said Beja. He stopped to look down a long corridor and cursed, “I must have leapt past him.”

Coy measured the rest of the corridor and saw only settling dust. “Check the next corner ahead of me; the trail’s got to continue.”

“Right.” Beja Tu leapt and landed precariously on the next row of hedges, stopping to ensure his good footing; trusting the Force, it guided his feet to stable wood. He leapt again for the next row, knowing Coy was hanging back to make certain Casper had not double back on them. He reached the corner, looked, and noted the continuation of tracks.

“Keep going!” heard Coy, and he ran, tracking the long strides of the Human Jedi Knight. Coy still kept his weapon off, telling himself he just needed to stall for more time. Capturing Casper would serve no purpose; not when Rapier wouldn’t give a damn when she had Angelleia. And Casper would never freely give up Rapier’s location no more than Rapier would let Angelleia go to save the Jedi that had raised her. Again, time was needed; the distance between Theed and Rapier Grounds was considerable, but there was no telling what kind of precautions Casper had taken to secure his secrets on the Trade Federation ship he borrowed.
“Beja Tu,” whispered Coy in the comlink, “we have to play dumb here.”
Beja Tu chuckled at the thought and came to a stop. “You sure we’re only playing.”

“I mean it,” stressed Coy. “We have to stretch out this pursuit.”

“Easily done than said: I lost him!” Beja Tu looked to where he thought Casper could have gone, and then noted the falling shrub after the sound of lightsaber being used. “Got ‘em!”

Beja Tu began to hop the tops, one leg at a time towards the falling shrub. He said, “He’s cutting through the maze! Go left, left, right, straight, left-.” He stopped to catch his breath and readjust his course. Just as he went to speak again, he sensed Casper using the Force. He ignited his weapon and leapt for the opening.

Only too late did Beja Tu realize the truth when the shrub snapped up as Casper released his Force grip on its top, releasing it from it’s pulled down position. He had turned on his lightsaber and whirled it, but that was it had done made noise. The shrub snapped up and catapulted Beja Tu backward three rows. The Sith Hunter Master landed awkwardly in amongst the shrubbery, bouncing between the rows in a narrow corridor, and finally landing hard on the ground, momentarily stunning him.
Witnessing the fiasco of Beja Tu flying backwards, Coy ignited his lightsaber, slashed through three shrubs, and was running up them. He leapt at the last moment before they fell through the other shrub corridor and sliced through a section of brush. He barely got through it, but as he pushed through he saw Casper make a right turn.

“I give you points for the catapult, Brother!” yelled Coy, knowing Casper could hear him. “But the inevitable too is a tree that can easily be cut down!” He shut down his weapon and ran hard, following the tracks.
Casper utilized his lead, taking passing swipes by the shrubs with his green lightsaber. Coy dove under the first, flipped over the second, and switching on his lightsaber he cut through a third shrub decisively; the purple light cut the forth shrub twice, but shrubs five and six and seven provided enough of a barricade that changed Coy’s tactics. His leaps and twists over the remaining fallen brush gave Casper more of an advantage.
Still, Casper was as far from exiting the Garden of Mazes. His trick with the brush only bought so much time, and if he just kept doing it one of the two Sith Hunters was going to engage him, which would eventually let the other Sith Hunter into the fray. He shut down his weapon and ran, made several choices in turns, and reached the entrance to the Iron Maze.

In actuality, the metal in question was not iron but decontaminated and recycled battleship-rated hull durasteel, and it made up the entire maze: walls of various heights, a floor instead of open ground, and from time to time ceiling. Every maze had a sign that named the maze and that featured a Marko Rating, named after the nuclear physicist-turned-controversial robotics programmer that had created the Marko Inversion Stupidity Theorem: the mathematical probability equation that had no answer, yet hundreds of years later it was used to give ‘life’ to modern droid artificial intelligence; without the unanswerable equation, droids could not express their programmed emotions in their proper context. Since his unbelievable theorem and his unwise decision to ‘tape measure the Maw’, Marko’s fellows had created the Marko rating to measure the success/failure rate of problems based on one’s measured intelligence and sanity. The base rating for the Garden of Mazes was an intelligence level of one hundred and sanity eight out of ten characters, therefore the base Marko rating started at five; the higher the number, the harder it was for the base-level participant.
The Hedge Maze, though gigantic in scope, had a Marko Rating of five.

The Iron Maze Marko Rating was thirty; only the Dungeon Maze and the Tower Maze had higher ratings.
Once Casper stepped into the Iron Maze, the sensors tripped and the maze immediately changed: corridors changed, walls raised and lowered, ceilings became something else entirely either floor or wall. The system was designed to change its configuration every fifteen minutes because, in theory, it would take one person fourteen minutes and fifty-nine seconds at a quick pace to go through the maze and find one of the three exits: one the quick exit out of the Garden of Mazes, the other an exit out of Iron Maze back into the Hedge Maze, and the third exit lead to the entrance of the Dungeon Maze. This of course assumed one participant: the more people that entered the maze, the more random the timer became: sometimes it waited the whole fifteen minutes, sometimes one minute, another time five minutes, and so on. Also some of the transforming configurations entrapped players, which Casper hoped he could get Coy and Beja Tu snared into those situations. On the other hand those same risks existed for him as well, and very easily he could find himself trapped along with them.

The configuration complete, Casper quickly went to his right and made a mad dash sprint to his left, knowing he had little time. Just as he made right, right, left, right, right turns and proceeded down a long stretch of straightaway it began to change; Coy Madex had entered the Iron Maze. Casper skidded to a halt as a smooth forty foot wall rose up and cut his way off; unlike the shrubs there were no hand holds, and the thick walls would not be easy to cut through. Configuration complete, Casper turned away from the direction of the entrance.
A minute later, Coy was right where Casper was when he had entered the Iron Maze. He keyed his comlink and said, “Beja Tu, where are you?” There was no answer. “Beja Tu, respond please?” He suddenly heard the sound of running footsteps on metal and prepared himself, but realized it was coming from the other side of the wall on his left.
“Is that you, Knightshade?” asked Coy, and the foot pounding stopped. “Listen, why I got your attention, how about we talk? You know clear the air about things? I’m sure you think there’s a misunderstanding going on here, and there is between you and I. What do you say?”

The foot falls pounded the metal hard, fading away from the Bothan’s ear shot. “Damn it!”

But Beja Tu entered the Iron Maze, yelling, “I’m coming!”

The maze shifted, and for three seconds the wall between Coy and Casper dropped. Coy jumped quickly, landing and noting Casper’s right boot disappearing around a changing corner. Spitting, Coy was up and running hard for the enclosing corridor. He leapt at the last moment and held on to the edge. He went to climb up the top to gain higher ground, but then the top-most layer of his skin on his palms peeled off!

Coy bellowed in shock more than pain, falling far and backwards, landing on his back with an unforgiving thud. The voice of a man who long ago died, the man responsible for the monstrosity that was the Garden of Mazes Canus Rapier the First, came from an hidden speaker: “Absolutely no cheating!”
“Beja, don’t try the high ground!” warned Coy as he peered at his red palms. No bleeding, but it felt like he scraped his hands across gravel asphalt. He looked up, barely able to see his left behind skin handprints on the invisible chemical interaction strip, likely the Besurje pest strip; once a chemical trap for insects it had become the number one anti-burglary device in most of the galaxy a century ago; still used today although illegal because of the ‘hardship and pain’ it put the would-be criminal in.
As Coy pulled out his pocket anti-septic to quell the burning in order to use his hands for anything, including his lightsaber, Beja Tu heeded his former master’s advice and stuck to the reconfigured path before him. He turned right, ran a ways, turned right, and then left. Casper’s steps, again, could be heard pounding the metal flooring. It was close, loud enough to compel Beja Tu to leap as he approached a junction….
Casper heard Beja Tu as well and dove….

Only, rather embarrassingly, neither Beja Tu nor Casper was in the same corridor. Both landed rather gloriously on their faces; Beja Tu in the middle of the junction; Casper in a right turn corner. The corresponding wall that was between them kept them one foot apart. Losing patience and gaining humility, Beja Tu was up and took a right. Meanwhile Casper stayed right where he was, listening to Beja Tu’s foot falls, and waiting patiently for the next reconfiguration.

The Iron Maze’s lone cheat that Casper knew about was to know the thickness of the walls measured in feet, and the way to know was the numbers on the walls themselves: sometimes they were tiny numbers, sometimes they were transparent numbers that covered whole walls, and sometimes there were numbers that seemed to float in front of the participant, created by a forced-perspective optical illusion. Any wall numbered above three meant they were foundation walls that never moved; number ten walls meant the one was in the furthest extent of the Iron Maze. Number three walls – three foot thick -- were walls that only moved out of the way in one predetermined direction. Number two walls could be moved in two distinct directions. Number one walls, with built in repulsorlift generators, could move and be displaced in any three dimensional space. Walls with no numbers, also known as wild card walls, were variably thin walls that only blocked ways, at the very least complete enclosures. The importance of the numbered walls was also in the fact that number three walls, with their single purposes with the wild card walls, could almost always be followed to lead one out of the maze! The trick was remembering where one saw threes in bunches, and the size of the numbers was just as important: the smaller the numbers threes, the closer one of the exits.
Casper saw them in the corridor Beja Tu was in and was departing. Casper banked on the number one wall in front of him would open in the next reconfiguration, and on the other side he will have a series of number three walls to pass; the numbers, unfortunately, were large – at least they were not the optical illusion kind: it would have meant he was no where near an exit. The trick to the cheat was the reconfiguration and the time to the next one. To his delight, the reconfiguration triggered and the number one wall before him pulled away….
To his dismay, Coy Madex stood waiting fifty meters down, looking the other way. Just as the Bothan turned his head to look back, Casper was turning around and running in the opposite direction. Coy saw him and gave pursuit even while the maze continued to shuffle. Both ran past a series of large numbers, causing Casper’s heart to sink. The quicker Coy was gaining ground on Casper in the long straightaway that continued around the tight corner both had to take. Casper slipped and banged against a new wall that formed in front of him, cutting him off from escape.

Coy skidded to a stop and said to the cornered Jedi, “Now do you want to talk?”
However, another thin wall shot up between them. And then the sunlight vanished for Casper. He had run right into one of the Iron Maze’s traps. “Ah shit!”
Outside, Coy considered the situation. He thumbed his comlink back on and asked, “Where are you?”

“I can hear you!” After the reconfiguration, Beja Tu was three corridors away, but every ally lead to a dead end before reaching Casper’s entrapped location. “You got him?”
“Maybe,” said Coy aloud. “I can sense him inside of some box here. I think he’s trapped.”

“Okay, I’ll try to get over there.”

“Wait! Don’t try to go over the top, its booby trapped.” Coy shook his hands; he could use them, but the antiseptic spray was just as tingly mad feeling. “Stay put; the next maze move may give you an opening.”

“Right.” Beja Tu pulled out his gaff hook and line and readied it for a throw; he was hoping to snare one of Casper’s legs, or any part of Casper would do; just something to either catch him or slow him down some more. “I’m ready.”

But as Coy prepared himself, he heard Casper’s lightsaber penetrate one side of the box. Casper stabbed his weapon through the thin metal towards a direction he felt would take him away from Beja Tu and Coy and worked as quickly as he could to make a hole. The box was not too confining to prevent him from doing the task.

“Oh no you don’t!” Coy dropped to a knee, ignited his lightsaber and stared at the purple blade. “All I need you to do is cut the dark meat off.” With the Force guiding him, he went to ram the blade low in the box….
Casper was nearly finished when the Force warned him to jump. He did not hesitate to wonder why; he jumped up, and Coy’s weapon entered and where it entered it would have separated the normal part of the leg from the artificial replacement. Casper stuck his legs out to brace himself and put his back against the ceiling. Coy kept cutting the lower part of the box.

“That would have left me short,” mused Casper. Quickly he cut another hole in the walls as he struggled to keep himself up with his split legs. Finished, a Force push knocked the cut plate out, but his positioning bad Casper could not leap through the hole yet.

In idea in mind, Casper rammed his lightsaber into the wall which Coy was cutting into and dropped down, dragging the blade down with him. Coy had to back out of the way of the approaching blade before it cleaved his head in two. Casper landed….

With the lightsaber out of the way Coy went to stab into the box again….

Casper leapt up through the hole just as the other’s lightsaber punched through, catching Casper’s boot heels, melting them off. But he was through the hole, landing in a short corridor. He wasted no time in running.
“Curses!” Just as Coy shut his weapon off, the reconfiguration began again. Everyone had to stop and wait this time, the whole maze just seemed to move on them. To Coy’s right a short hall opened and before him was a large red button. Smiling just a little, he said, “I wonder…..” He hit the button with a kick…..

After the last configuration Casper found himself in a corridor of number twos with the number three seemingly floating right in the middle of the corridor; it meant he was not close to an exit. His silent cursing ended when the voice of the late Canus Rapier said, “Good for you, you admit you are a fool and are giving up.”

“Hell!” Casper watched every non-permanent wall either retract, move aside, or fold against the others. One of his pursuers found one of the surrender buttons and actually bothered to press it. Save for heavy walls thicker than three, every way was now clear and the maze would no longer reconfigure. He ran in the opposite direction of where he sensed Beja Tu and Coy; in turn the two Sith Hunters felt Casper’s probing and gave pursuit, chasing him angularly, spotting him more and more occasionally as they followed.
Casper noted ahead of him the sign designating the entrance of the next maze: Dungeon Maze, Three Dimensional, Marko Rating fifty with illumination, one hundred without illumination, two exits, one surrender button. He tapped the Force for a burst of speed, jumping, and sailing downward into the underground cavern. His body went through something that resisted his leap enough to make him roll down in the dark. Casper turned and saw no entrance, no light from it; everywhere around him dark. A breeze from outside hit the refraction field that prevented most of the sunlight from filtering in, causing the field to ripple with light like a pebble dropped in water; when the breeze died all was dark again.
Force senses extended as far as he dared, Casper turned and proceeded as carefully as possible. Even if he had used an illuminator the Dungeon Maze had enough tricks in it to fool the entire Jedi Council. Worse: this was Casper’s first time ever in the maze. He had no knowledge of its tricks. He had no knowledge of any cheats.
Meanwhile, Beja Tu and Coy noticed Casper making his run for the underground maze as the various blockades gave way. Just as Casper put on a burst of Force Running, Beja Tu asked, “Do we both go down, or does one of us try to find the exits?”

Across the way Coy was going to respond, but three large, repulsor-driven automations interrupted the thought. One of them swooped down to pick up the running Bothan. Beja Tu managed a shout out before eluding both the remaining two that decided to go after him. They were rescue droids, programmed to save whoever was stuck in the maze and had pressed the panic button. And as both Sith Hunters would soon learn the droids were relentless in that duty.
Coy got one wrist caught by the droid’s lift articulation. With his free hand he had his weapon turned on to use it. Suddenly, without the droid lifting off with him, Coy left his feet and lost his lightsaber in the process. “BEJA!”

“It’s got a herding tractor beam on you!” shouted Beja Tu, rolling out of the way of a diving rescue droid and cutting it at the end of his roll. With the Force he spear-threw his lightsaber at the droid holding Coy and scored a direct hit. As Coy fell Beja Tu was grabbed from behind from the rescue droid he had previously damaged; the damn thing determined to ‘save him’. “Geez, this is crazy!” He kicked at it, but the second rescue droid came over and grabbed his foot.

“Hold on!” Coy called both his weapon and Beja’s and leapt for the two aggressors, but at the last moment the droid he was free from grabbed the tip of his boot, tripping him nearly on top of the lightsabers. From the ground, Coy locked his weapon on and flipped it over his head in a throw; the blind toss found the mark and killed the droid.

At about that moment the droids were lifting Beja Tu. Coy gestured to the strongest droid, holding it with the Force while tossing Beja Tu his weapon. The Human caught the weapon and in an awkward swing he cut the undamaged automation, causing it to let him go; both Beja Tu and the weaker droid fell together, the heavier droid pinning the Sith Hunter down.
Coy was leaping for the freshly damaged rescue droid and chopping it up before he had another thought about trying to save anyone. Even attacking the power system did little to convince the machine to stop. “Cripes, die damn it, die!”

“Ouch, son of a-ERGH!” The rescue droid on top of Beja Tu decided to move its bulk and drag him with it. Still pinned down, he cried “Master, any time now!”

With a flip, Coy was there and he cut the machine in half; this time it stopped for good. He gestured to the machine and flipped it off Beja Tu. “You alright?”

“Rescue droids my ass,” chimed Beja Tu. He took back his weapon but used his foot instead to kick the droid. “Why the smeck were they still operational?”

After a thought, Coy said, “No one’s here, right? Suppose some nimrod kids hopped the fence, came in here, and got lost.” He absentmindedly swatted at MITES, thinking they were tiny gnats. “They’re probably programmed to consider those who they’re saving may have been driven mynock-loving insane by the maze. Damn mazes have Marko ratings for crying out loud.”
Catching his breath and rubbing his upper abdomen, Beja Tu said, “Damn thing knocked the wind out of me. It’s no wonder Knightshade ran like hell for the cellar.”
The two walked towards the hole in the ground and Coy groaned after they both read the Dungeon Maze sign, “It’s not a cellar.”

“Who in their right mind would build mazes inside of mazes, I tell you,” cursed Beja Tu, itching now to really hurt Casper, not just capture or distract him.

“From what I understand from the Nubians I talked to in Theed, old King Adegga was a bit on the curiously deranged side by the end of his reign,” chagrinned Coy. “Rumor of old claims Canus Rapier had these mazes built to purposely entrap his enemies so they could slowly die.”

“Terrific,” muttered Beja Tu. “So we may be tripping on some old bones in there?”

“Maybe,” shrugged Coy. “Oddly, going over those old investigation reports during the chase for Naressa Rapier they only cleared this area once” he raised and shook his finger as to make this point “but they never did a detail search of this particular maze. No one ever did. They had probe droids and they didn’t even send them down here.” He gave his former apprentice a sidelong look. “Spooky, isn’t it?”

Beja Tu shook off the sore ribs and asked, “Anything else you would like to tell me before we go into another dark and mysterious place, Master? You know, anything like not telling me about your little trick pretending to be Plo Koon?”

Coy, again, only wanted to distract Casper, not capture him. But to do it right, Beja Tu had to be left out of the thought process. It has worked in the grand scheme of matters the Bothan wanted to perceive. “Nah. Let’s get this guy, the both of us underground.”

The two marched together in the unknown; the only hesitation from Beja Tu Ramore, hesitating only in believing what Coy Madex had just said. Beja Tu could had covered the quick exits on that side of the Garden of Mazes and capture Casper if he reached the quick exit in the Dungeon Maze, but he did not consider it, and Coy was not going to bring it up.

