CHAPTER 39.0
Getting on Naboo, Casper discovered, was tedious the moment his Trade Federation vessel returned to real space. He hadn’t seen the picket defenses the Nubians put up after the occupation since Queen Angelleia’s reign. He accepted the fighter escort to the Palace of Theed without any fuss, all the while thinking of several very good reasons why he, a Jedi Knight, was arriving unannounced; by law, unless for good reason, a Jedi had to notify the central government of any sovereign system of their arrival and intentions, and normally under peaceful circumstances the Jedi Order alerted the subject government well in advance. The lack of protocol not withstanding, it was going to be interesting for Casper to explain why a Jedi was in a ship the Nubians would rather blast out of the sky than even think of letting leave. Casper though changed his thinking, for as he was escorted to Theed, he checked that lost Millennium Falcon account and found Juna’s message to him. He slowly read it, glad he was right about the MITES, but as he read on he became very mute emotionally. 
Casper had to contain himself within the framework of his Jedi heritage because if he did not he was certain he would had left Naboo, go look for Coy Madex, Beja Tu Ramore, Enfungo Nul, and whoever else was responsible for what had happened on Zonloki and have some ‘aggressive words’ with them. The ‘words’ would not be verbal. As wrong as that was, Casper had to acknowledge such feelings in his heart in order to control himself. Never could he had ever conceived the idea that a Jedi would use a Padawan Learner as bait in a trap for a Sith, regardless if it didn’t feature Angelleia and Juna respectfully in it. Such uncommon tactics by Madex just did not straddle the line the Jedi Code established, it ran, skipped, and jumped well past it. He realized, as he stewed over the notions, what Enothchild had felt when the late Jedi Master Qualeggoes had tried to murder Juna; both Jedi Masters dueled, and after Enothchild had beaten Qualeggoes Magus Prophet killed the Cassmasi Jedi with a well placed sniper shot. Casper had thought Enothchild wrong for ever having gone to such extremes against Qualeggoes; he silently apologized to the Vhinphyc, for now he understood where he had come from.
Casper could not help but cringe given the news about a Rapier connection to the Wettlespear. Going beyond acceptable, Casper saw in Beja Tu Ramore and Enfungo Nul, and because of Zonloki Coy Madex as well, the same ‘blind drive’ he once had believing Naressa Rapier was an evil creature that had to be stopped at any costs. He could set aside Madex’s Code-violating methods, and without having met the Jedi Casper could see the need for Madex to find anything – anything at all – to justify the apprehension of Juna. Casper remembered those pathetic days, desperately filling Naressa’s name in every terrible situation that involved someone that had used the dark side of the Force, frantically going so far as to use some obscure law that no one remembered and no one cared about as a legitimate reason to incarcerate Naressa. No matter how ridiculous the theory, the reason, or the evidence, Casper pushed himself until he finally believed what he had produced: a galaxy where Naressa Rapier was guilty.
It shamed Casper greatly when he had realized the truth too late; it still shamed him now. Naressa was a Sith Maiden, she used the dark side of the Force, she had done some questionable things, but she had not done what was anticipated and expected of her as an entity of evil. She was what no one ever wanted to be, but first and always she was Juna’s mother, and all she had done she did for first born child. She demonstrated a care for others as well, not equal to the love she gave to Juna but strong and priceless, not something so easily given. It was not easy to forget; returning to Naboo reminded him of his errors very quickly.
Therefore, Casper knew in his heart Angelleia was safe with Juna, and the only harm that could befall them both would be through Coy Madex’s jumped conclusions. Madex and the others were looking for wicked motives and evil deeds by Juna, just as Casper did before them with Naressa. Something like the Wettlespear could be so easily misconstrued to fit Madex’s inherited narrative. Since Madex could not do it within the means and logic of the law, he had forced the issue and created a scenario in which Juna would use the dark side; never mind if Juna had done it to save Angelleia, for as wrong as it was Madex was not killing Angelleia, and in a way he had not really harmed her. The Wettlespear, on the other hand, could be used to bolster Bly Coaxial’s sudden fever dream of a Juna-Trade Federation conspiracy. It was a legitimate point of fact, one Coaxial and Madex on their own could politically exploit; in grand theatrical style by Coaxial, for justifiable homicide reasons for Madex. He wondered if Madex was in league with Coaxial since they had a common thought: the idea gave Casper a shiver of dread. At least for now Juna was a hunted woman, perhaps considered the kidnapper of Angelleia Knightshade.

At the very least Casper had solace; Juna said Angelleia was alright. Casper believed it; it just confirmed how he felt about his adopted Daughter through the Force. But it now called one thing into question: with Zesha dead and in Juna’s hands, Angelleia’s training could, and would, be considered by the Jedi Council as compromised. The incident that was created by the errant training of Dux Gheruit by his father Soo-Si Gheruit was the be all-end all precedent for, in this case, why a compromised Padawan Learner could not continue training once the wrong had been done; it was the very precedent cited to Casper when Angelleia was accepted into the Order. For sure, Angelleia was not far enough along to be anointed a Healer let alone a Knight, and too young to face the Trials. 

Because of that particular wrinkle, added to Madex using Angelleia as bait to begin with, Casper was doubly upset with Madex. The Jedi Council was very resilient to the idea of Angelleia becoming a Jedi, and it was by the skinniest of margins she was allowed to. Because of one selfish act perpetrated by an overzealous Jedi, Angelleia’s fledgling career was more than likely over before it really had a chance to begin.
Again, Casper fought the urge to turn around and leave to go find Madex. The best he could hope for is that his message he had sent before coming to Naboo was received. To get his mind off of things, Casper activated his transceiver and recorded a holomessage that would be stored in his private account.

“Juna, this is for both you and Angelleia,” began Casper as he stared into the transceiver and said his peace. Once finished, he connected to the old account and fired off a text message with a familiar word Angelleia would know well. Finished, he shut it down and said, “Now to more conflicting matters.”

Casper glided the Unome Hammer through the clouds and kept it perfectly behind the two N-One A-One Defenders that escorted him to the Palace of Theed. Within sight of it the fighters broke off and in short time he landed the vessel. Shutting the systems down, he got up and considered her bare feet.
“Well this might be a bit embarrassing,” he mused, wiggling his Saberhide toes; the movement a little too real looking, too freaky to comprehend. He was surprised while on Mesuera that Ramore and Nul had not noticed he was talking to them and walking around without boots on. There was no footwear of any kind on board the Unome Hammer; in fact the ship wasn’t even supplied; it wasn’t the ship he and Branch had traded in at Corellia, Casper knew that one was heavily stocked.
Sighing, Casper stood up and said, “Maybe whatever lie I come up with will be so clever enough Queen Amidala will lend me some boots.” His attempt at humor just made him shake his head. Straightening himself out, putting his robe on and noting it was not long enough to hide his very obvious Saberhide feet the Jedi Knight strolled from the cockpit and down the ramp.

At the ramp, two members of the Royal Nubian Volunteer Army and a young woman in Stewart clothing waited for him. The young woman said, “Jedi Knightshade, I’m Cordé Fermeia, Queen Amidala’s Royal Chief of Staff. Welcome to Naboo, we have been expecting you.”
“Really?” Casper held back his surprise.

“Yes, we received word from Jedi Master Plo Koon about your sudden need for sanctuary.” Cordé looked at him and then at the ship, and finally back to him. “He would not say exactly what you were doing, but apparently it involved…the Trade Federation in some way?”
Casper stroked his beard to cover his smile; Plo Koon had gotten the message he had sent to him shortly before coming to Naboo; if the old friend wanted him locked up, it would had been just as easy as asking Queen Amidala to order her guards to do it. It was a gamble in sending Plo the message, but Casper had a feeling the former Nadja Moranna Headbanger wanted to tell him the truth. Clearly since events involved his dearest friend’s daughter, Plo had some obligation to tell him, and for the moment cover for him. That could change, but it was a risk Casper was willing to take all the same.
“It’s a long story,” said Casper apologetically. He was certain the Amidala Royal Court was just as politically civil as the Angelleia Royal Court; just in terms of speaking one’s open mind and how they thought differently. “I can’t say much about it, although I would like to apologize in advance if this is a bother.”
Cordé shook her head and said, “You will find a great deal of sympathy towards those who bother the Trade Federation here, I assure you. We understand the importance of secrecy for your mission during these trying political times in the Republic. Her Majesty has concerns as it relates to one of her subjects.”

“I see,” said Casper, understanding Cordé’s role as a fact finder, a feeler for information. Because of Juna’s charity to the Queen after the occupation, and because of Amidala’s approval of it, Her Royal Highness was rather attached to this unsettling prospect no matter if she had nothing to do with it. He was not sure what Plo Koon had told them, so he continued to keep it under his long, shaggy hair, under scalp and chin. “It’s a complicated, very long story. And I’m very limited in what I can tell her Royal Highness, but if she desires even that information I would be glad to present it to her.”

Cordé smiled and said, “She was hoping for that. Please come with me, you look so put out.” She glanced down and added, “You’re feet need a real washing, they’re so…so…so?” 
She blinked and so did the guards when they realized his bare feet were not what they seemed. His feet were not dirty. He was not wearing some kind of tight fitting socks. They were just accustomed to the expected cumbersome versions of artificial articulations, not such technology like this; the fake veins the polymorphic carbonite mimic pulsed a little unevenly, overdoing it with the bulging.
Aghast, she looked up at him and wide eyed she finished her statement, “Black?”

Casper just said, “It’s a very complicated, very long story.”
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CHAPTER 39.1

It was easier to get fed, obtain a room, get some rest, and be provided a pair of boots than it was to find time with the Queen of Naboo but Casper took it all in stride; after all Amidala was seeking to talk to him, and clearly she was just getting more important matters out of the way first; new matters interrupted the solution progress of the old matters. Like all the good rulers before her, and most unlike her predecessor, Amidala’s time was not her own. Due to her heroics, Queen Amidala was looked upon as a solver of all problems not just on Naboo but abroad; a challenge she honestly accepted and embraced so long as it did not interfere with any of her realm’s comings, doings, and goings.
Casper spent his time then looking around the Palace of Theed; not much had changed in the palace since he had last visited the proud structure well over a decade ago, but there were some things that had changed here and there. King Veruna had done some modifications to the place, of its art and antiquities, which the Queen had to fix some of that damage, such as anything that had reminded Tomas Krendel Veruna of Juna Rapier Angelleia and her friends. 
As Casper would learn from some chatty people, after the King’s popular election ouster, spearheaded more so by the Thorns of the Thorn Party than by Queen Amidala, the classless King intentionally destroyed the portraits and interior monuments honoring Queens Tessa – Terese Landana’s mother, the last Queen Mother – Landana, and Angelleia and of Princess Jarah Maltanaw Prih, the last recognized Royal Born. Amidala had those destroyed items repaired or replaced, and rededicated. The fascinating addition in the Royal Hall was the portrait that combined the three previous Queens and the Princess theoretically together, like some of the other historical era paintings featuring all the Royals of the era, but a big blank space in the panting was left where King Veruna should had stood just to Juna’s right side. The visual omission was just as glaring as the reason for it.
The touring made Casper think of Juna and Angelleia both constantly. Periodically he checked the various accounts he was using even though he knew within him they were alright. Yet the lack of response bothered him, irritated him like one of the phantom itches he experienced from his missing legs. Until Juna responded, it was an itch he would not be able to scratch. It did not make waiting for Plo Koon to arrive or Branch Lur to contact him easier either.
Relief would come as Casper was summoned to the Royal Sitting Room by Queen Amidala; a little break from the waiting game. During his waiting and subsequent walk from his room to the sitting room the Jedi Knight really had not thought what to say to her. He was certain the subject of Juna was going to come up, but it was going to be in what matter of context, and honestly Casper wondered what he could actually say; he did not have the advantages here, whereas Juna and the Queen had dealt with one another before. As far as he knew the two women just had a mutual understanding in regards to what was best for Naboo; he had his doubts that their relationship was similar to the one Naressa Rapier had shard with Queen Landana, trusted friends and powers from afar. This was one of those times Casper wished he had paid better attention to politics, in Naboo’s politics in particular, however just thinking of the word politics made him think of Senator Coaxial and his desire to personal destroy anyone he despised through his seat of power.
The Royal Sitting Room was just adjacent to the Throne Room, so getting there required Casper to cross the large chamber. The remaining audience of governors and aides and bureaucrats eyed him and whispered off and on; some were quietly mistaking him for Obi-Wan Kenobi through whispers. He could not see how they could mistake such a hero like Obi-Wan for a shaggy-haired, bearded, much taller unknown like himself. Perhaps such a visual memory flaw was the reason why Queen Amidala was able to get away with swapping places with her Royal Bodyguard; Casper kept the smile as well as that mirth to himself as he was shown in.
Politely, Queen Amidala and her Royal Handmaidens rose from their chairs to stand and greet Casper as he approached, stopping many feet away he gave her a deep bow. It was just the Jedi, the Queen, and her cohorts; no one else was invited in, and thus it really did not make it seem like an official meeting.

Cordé stood between them and said, “Your Majesty, I present to you Casper Knightshade, Jedi Knight.”

“Your Highness,” said Casper as he rose up. He noted how the eighteen-year-old woman bore some similarity to Juna, and it was not because of the Royal Face and wardrobe. The current Queen’s brown hair and eyes were just as dark as the former Queen’s. The two could have been sisters, in Royal Guise or not, so long as the two did not stand side by side; Juna’s Corellian genes just gave her such a taller body.
“Jedi Knightshade,” said Queen Amidala, speaking in her trained Royal Voice which reflected her deep and proper Nubian accent. “I am pleased you are here as a guest of my people.”

“It is an honor, thank you.”

“I apologize for having you wait. It seems rather rude of me to demand of you your time, and then have you linger the past few days.”

“There is no need to apologize. I am imposing equally on your good will. I know the Royal Nubian States is not one small world.”
Even with her neutral, calm face Casper believed she was smiling. Again, it was something Juna possessed as well: a presence any person could read, not just respect. Juna told him much about the Royal Training she underwent, how traditions were set many generations ago and why stoicism was the common outside state of the Royal. Juna jokingly considered it like overacting the part of a Jedi in some really bad teleplay by an actor that had never studied their subject; projecting a pure emotionless state. But she noted to him that all the specialized training, the knowledge to play the part properly, meant absolutely nothing to a would-be Nubian ruler if they didn’t have certain ‘it’ factors. Queen Landana just did not have her mother’s, Queen Tessa’s, presence, so she had to become more expressive, hence why she smiled a lot – but she smiled only when it was appropriate, and honest. King Veruna did everything he could, however Juna had pointed out years ago that he lacked an expected ruggedness, toughness, and stoutness, so his only method to compensate for it was through his words; he had to talk, and talk a lot, and smart politicians never, ever talked as much as Veruna had to.
“Then I do not wish to assume you know a great deal about our fiefdom,” said Amidala. “I do wish that the Royal Record is true, that you know Lady Angelleia well.” She gestured casually around her with little hand movement. “Leave us.”
That surprised Casper, and he could tell the others were just as surprised with the way their bodies stiffened. Private meetings with non-Nubians and non-citizens were rare for the Queen of Naboo during Juna’s time on the Throne -- it was not done before, in any circumstance, in Queen Amidala’s reign. Cordé bowed and the handmaidens followed her out when the next second ticked by, honoring and obeying the wishes of Her Royal Highness even as they collectively disagreed with it.
Not dropping Royal Form at all, never once dropping form, Amidala spoke as soon as the door closed. “I have just excused my most trusted people. As you saw when you had come here through the Throne Room my Royal Court was also outside and excused from these proceedings.” She pressed a button, and the serene hum of the surrounding privacy force field replaced the momentary silence of the room. 
“I value their opinions, their insight, their thoughts, but not since my brief stay on Tatooine have I desired the need for an informed, outside opinion with none of their input.” Amidala was hurt by saying that; clearly she trusted her friends, her people. “There are still so many vested interests in my rule I am often forced to accept them in order to get things done. It had seemed so uncomplicated in the beginning, but then the blockade and the invasion and all else happened. From that moment on I unfortunately discovered the devils were not in the details, but standing over me breathing them.”
Understanding her, Casper nodded and said, “Lady Angelleia had those complications as well.”

Amidala nodded. “I have read those details in her Royal Diary regarding the treachery of Royal Chief of Staff Sele Nevere. My Royal Chief of Staff’s own aunt, Supreme Justice Cessa Fermeia, confirmed much of those wrong doings and others that were not written in the Royal Record. Governor Sio Bibble confirmed it as well.”
“Forgive me, your Highness,” interrupted Casper, “although I feel I know where you are going with this I still need you to express this. Are you looking for someone to tell you to trust Lady Angelleia, or are you looking for someone you can trust?”

Eventually, Amidala nodded her head. “As I said you know her, but my hope is that you know her far better than any of the others that had agreed to talk to me about Lady Angelleia. Do not get me wrong, I feel her friends did not hold any information back; it just was so odd that they knew so much and yet so little about her. Do you understand what I mean?”
“I do,” agreed Casper. “You would like to make a difficult decision; therefore you want information that is not lacking, or tainted by politics or self-preservation. You hope a Jedi that knew Lady Angelleia will not have an agenda, or a biased opinion, or turn around and leak discussed information for the sake of their own skins. You also hope I won’t hide behind the Jedi Code” he looked at her with a down turned head; she noticeably appeared like she was a fuzzy nabbleit caught in a corner by a stealthy purr, “with the more intimate details regarding Lady Angelleia and her relationship with the Jedi Order, and with the Force. By having the others out the room, and your most treasured friends leaving the room, you would hope that would convince me that you could keep very well guarded and Code protected secrets. That then forces me to reasonably consider and ask do you do such a cunning plan for the sake of your own political career?”

Queen Amidala did not hold her sigh in check. “No, I do this for the sake of my people, now and for the future. If you cannot tell me, then I will understand.”

Casper read her with the Force, and he slowly smiled. She was telling the truth; though a politician, the young woman was not going to carelessly throw one of her own into the chomping teeth of the beast created by the likes of Bly Coaxial. Amidala went to such extremes to protect Juna in order to save the people she cared very deeply about.
“To serve you, and to spite Senator Bly Coaxial,” began Casper, leaning towards the Queen in his chair, “all you need to do is ask, your Highness.”

The corners of Amidala’s lips noticeably lifted, but she held her pose. “How much do you know?”

“I know enough that Coaxial is a blathering misplaced bleeding heart who has no heart,” said Casper matter-of-factly. “He is a politician that engages in class warfare through example, having targeted Lady Angelleia years ago because of the Shut Down. Of course as you know full well he targeted her again when you sought the Republic’s help to rebuild Naboo and you had picked her to spearhead the matter.”
“Back then,” interrupted Amidala, “I had many detractors in my Royal Court who were vehemently against choosing her. They even attempted to sabotage the venture, just as Sele Nevere had attempted her gambit. However, the Thorn Party had flushed it out, lead by Lady Angelleia and Lady Landana, and by Princess Jarah.”

Casper craned his head and said, “I did not know that.” Things became just a little clearer. “So now they are pressuring you to blacklist Lady Angelleia?”

Queen Amidala nodded with closed eyes. “I do not believe in the new allegations made by Senator Bly Coaxial and his committee. But I cannot ignore them no more than my Royal Court cannot further stress the need to distance myself from my own choice; my own choice, Casper Knightshade!” She shook her head. “I would have never thought second guessing could last so many years.”
“Trust me, it can,” assured Casper.

Amidala looked very surprised by that. “I would have never thought to hear such a thing from a Jedi.”

Smirking, Casper said, “As superhuman as we may be, your Majesty, we too have our flaws; sometimes it is what sets each Jedi apart. I hate to say it, but often we do not admit our wrongs. The Code does say never to dwell upon the past you can no longer relive.” He looked at her and said, “Easier said then done, even for us non-politicians.” He then added jokingly, “Perhaps that is why we are not allowed to vote.”
The Queen could not hide her smile or prevent her chuckle. Casper just gestured open handedly and said, “What I can tell you, based on your own expressed and unspoken fears, is this: Lady Angelleia is very proficient in the Jedi Arts to the point she can, and has, use a lightsaber as skillfully as I can. She does have her own weapon, and she has used it to great effect in the name of good. She was shown some of the ways of the Force by Jedi Master Enothchild Sarch, and then more so when he left the Jedi Order, but the rest of her skills she had learned on her own. She is capable, yes, of training someone to use the Force.” 

He considered Amidala’s rapped attention and continued. “What I said to you may be knowledge to you I’m not sure what Lady Angelleia has told you about herself. But what is not known, and what you shall never repeat to anyone your Highness, is that she has fought the Sith before the occupation of Naboo.” Casper emphasized that statement by giving her a glare that counteracted her unable-to-contain look of shock. He pointed at his lower legs. “I know, for that was who removed my legs as I fought along the side of Lady Angelleia, Master Enothchild, and Magus Mathaniel Jarvis. The finer details of that event are very difficult to explain, and right now you couldn’t be able to comprehend it. But know this: Lady Angelleia fought with me to end that dark side threat at great personal cost to her; her sacrifice, what she had to do to achieve victory, was a great cost that in turned killed the Sith chiefly responsible for the Shut Down of the Republic fifteen years ago.”
Aghast, Amidala asked, “Why is this not common knowledge among the Jedi?”

Sighing, Casper said, “Because the Jedi Code prevents what can be perceived as random speculation of the Force to become gossip. I am not permitted to reveal such information.”

“But you just did.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I can trust you to understand the significance of this matter, because you have your own crucible before you, a burden you will have to bare based on the very next decision you are going to make. It is only fair that you do know about this.”

After considering matters for a few seconds, she asked, “Are you old?”

Casper smiled and said, “I am only thirty-five. I can guess why you asked.” He nodded. “Yes, a Jedi’s life, my life, is a difficult one.” He put his hands in his robe sleeves. “I have experienced things no one else has, and those experiences, Queen Amidala, I would never wish on anyone else. But my life pales in comparison to the horrors Juna Angelleia had personally faced.”
Quiet for a moment, Amidala said, “You are right to say I know of some of what you are referring to in relation to Lady Angelleia. Lady Landana noted such terrible things in her Royal Diary. What had happened to her on Vhanba gives me nightmares; I now often question why someone like myself was allowed to get involved in politics so young.”

She gripped the arms of her own chair. “And then there was the incident at Uiennar, where she thought her mother had died. Captain Ric Olie could only tell me so much about what had happened there, and then at Sanctuary months later. And now what you have revealed after all that. I must ask, Jedi Knightshade: can I honestly believe she is in good spirits after such tremendous sorrow? Such horrors….how may one live with so many of them?”
Casper considered her question and understood her valid point. He nodded and said, “I would say you have every right to believe that. Such things could twist and bend, and break, anyone. And yes: such things indeed broke Juna. It broke her so terribly I saw it with my own eyes. I aged during that time, your Highness, I lost maybe ten years of my life, maybe twenty, just watching her succumb to an evil no one could had ever possess. It scared me and everyone that loved her how frightening and terrifying she had become. Something far worse than madness, edgier than any blade, colder than death; I practically gave up all hope that she could ever be that shining example in the universe everyone wanted her to be.
“Master Enothchild, on the other hand, refused to accept that. He proved to us that deep inside of that….thing Juna had become still lived the young woman we all knew and loved.” 
Talking about it made Casper stop momentarily to get the words right in his head before speaking. “I thought I knew what Jedi greatness was” and he believed such greatness to have began and end with Master Yoda “but Enothchild Sarch redefined what that meant. The universe is worse off without him in it. And to be quite honest with you we will never see the likes of him ever again as long as the stars shine above us.”
Casper sat back. “Enothchild’s sacrifice did more than save the galaxy; it saved Juna from the terrors of darkness and despair. Enothchild proved that anyone who still had love in their heart could always be saved from whatever evil befell them; by that, through his sacrifice, he proved to me how wrong I was about everything I thought I believed in. 
“I was one of those sure-as-certain Jedi that accepted what was given to him about the Force, that everything was exactly what it had to be, and it could not be otherwise. When Juna cried out, that was when I knew what Enothchild had always known. Those that seek such salvation will accept it into their hearts when given to them. What I didn’t know is that is takes a special kind of love in order to do it; another glaring flaw in the makeup of the Jedi that may never be fixed.
“When the battle was over, when the creature known as Darth Rune was destroyed, the galaxy had Lady Angelleia back again, the Lady Angelleia they could worship or despise. The good woman we all loved and hoped for had returned.”

After a few seconds of consideration, Casper agreed with himself and said, “She even gave her only daughter to the Jedi Order.” Queen Amidala’s mouth hung open. “She was with child, and she hid this fact from almost everyone. Juna gave birth to little Bella, and she gave her to me to have her trained in the Jedi Order. As a matter of fact, I can say mother and daughter are together right now due to some peculiar circumstances related to my investigations. An unprecedented reunion, but a welcomed one; as rare as it is, your Highness, both are better for it.”
Casper leaned back towards Queen Amidala. “If you were to ask me frankly, whether Lady Angelleia is capable of doing even some of the things Bly Coaxial claims, I would agree, but it does not make it true. She loves the people as much as you do, your Highness, she would never use them as pawns in some dark side ploy. And for what really? She already knows her own responsibilities in this reality. And for the love of her only Gessa, her only Light that shines so brightly Lady Angelleia can feel it, feel her, wherever she goes, she could never be this new Sith threat that has engulfed us.”
Queen Amidala was silent and stoic, but Casper could just feel her moved emotions even without looking at her watery eyes. Contrary to his oath, Casper said, “No matter what happens you cannot change what you have already done, but I implore you to stand by Lady Angelleia now and no matter what happens in the future over this. Senator Coaxial is wrong: he is only doing this for his own sick reasons. The choice, regardless, will be difficult to live through, but not difficult to live with. I promise you, your Majesty, by standing up for Juna, you will not be wrong. Damn your devils and their details: show them your adamant backbone.”
Closing her eyes, Queen Amidala sat there for a very long time and said nothing until Casper could feel her emotions ebbing. She opened her eyes and she still appeared ready to cry, but she said, “What you have said I will keep in my confidence even past my last breath.”

Casper gave her a small bow in his chair; he knew she would. She turned off the privacy field and said, “Thank you, Jedi Knightshade, for your time.”
Getting up, Casper gave her a customary bow again and took his leave. As he passed through the doors, and after the handmaidens had passed him, he could barely hear Queen Amidala’s weeping before the door closed. The glares he got from those in the Royal Court in the Throne Room just screamed curses at him before they knew what he had done. Casper gave them no satisfaction, knowing the truth had been spoken, knowing Queen Amidala would never, no matter what was going to happen in the future, betray Juna to even save her very own life. It would be said by others it was wrong for him to get involved in such matters not really related to him. Given what Coy Madex had done to Angelleia Knightshade, Casper could care less. 
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CHAPTER 39.2

The later evening drenched the city of Theed with shadows, and always with its lighting and structures and surrounding and flowing water it gave the capitol a rich artistic image to all who explored its streets or approached it from ground, sky, and space. It was the very portrait of hopeless evening romanticism. But even here the darkness of light hid the flaws.
The man that scurried about the lower draping architecture that ran along the side of the Theed River was Lower Commerce Minister Dasju Arnol, of Her Majesty Queen Amidala’s Royal Court Cabinet. He had long ago befriended the woman born Padmé Naberrie and due to his knowledge of dealing with small businesses and equality loans, the future Queen of Naboo did not forget him when she dolled out the Royal Cabinet assignments. His claim to fame included the ‘cross-stitch’ tax theorem, a small paper he wrote during his time has a student at the Royal University of Theed that suggested that those who would seek to use illegal vices would gladly pay a higher tax rate on top of their current taxation, a form of compound taxation that takes affect each and every time a government regulated dolling out of mentioned vice is instituted. Many praised what they though to be a vice-controlling effort; he was merely suggesting the legalization of prostitution and drug use as long as people involved in it were taxed four times more than the average user; in short, the license to exploit weakness for the sake of tax revenue, not for the common good of anyone.
In reality, although Dasju Arnol appeared to be the very picture of the casual Nubian bureaucrat, he was an addict; his new addiction was to death sticks. So far he was able to control himself, his only real challenge coming in the form of the Trade Federation occupation four years ago. Drying out in a detention camp nearly killed him, and so he quietly made a deal with his captors that resulted in supplying him bornois spice and the murders of several Amidala staff members by the hand of Darth Maul; something having to do with them having spoke to Lady Angelleia, but the reason why beyond that was unknown to him. 

Arnol lobbied on behalf of the Queen on Coruscant during the rebuilding effort for a year, and that was where he was introduced to death sticks. The drug was harder to access once he returned to Naboo than spice, harder to buy, but it was also harder to get off of, harder to deny. Death sticks were not a prominent problem in the galaxy yet, and therefore there was no drug test for it. Arnol continued to buy it and use it, and was abusing his authority in able to get a good supply of death sticks to him. 
Two months ago he was arrested and charged with interstellar drug trafficking and distribution; it did not matter if the supply of the drugs was only for his use to those who had arrested him. His captors relayed to him the very details of his treachery to the Trade Federation, right down to the very words he had used; the accessory to murder by treason charges would never allow him to breathe the free air of Naboo ever again. His career, his whole life, was over.
But it was two months later, Arnol was not in jail, and Queen Amidala never knew.

Yet Arnol worried now as he reached his destination, and he was confronted by one of the beings that had arrested him; Sith Hunter Yars Meek. Arnol’s first words were always the same even as the universe was crashing down around his head. “Did you bring it?”
“Lower Minister,” the Kamarian Sith Hunter began disappointedly, “must I remind you again how this little arrangement works.”

Arnol knew, but this time there was more to his sweaty brow and previous times. “Its jus been too long between doses, you know? It’s making me non-functional. How am I supposed to do what you want me to do?”

“It has not been that long,” said Meek, swallowing down the bile that rose up every time he did something like this the past four years. Arnol was just one example of the extremes the Sith Hunters were taking to secure their information and instigate others against Juna Rapier. Coy Madex was stringing the likes of Arnol along by supplying him his vice; not hard to do when they could take the death sticks from whomever had them without worry. And Arnol never really knew who they worked for.

At the same time, the Sith Hunters were intentionally downing the potency of the drug they were giving him, and then through a clever injector system they forced Arnol to use they controlled when he could use the drug, which they intentionally programmed it to spread the dosing farther and farther apart. It was not designed to wean him off the drug; it was designed to make him a slave to their plans, even with the weight of going to prison for the rest of his life should had been enough motivation to make him cooperate. In essence, they were ‘ration starving’ Arnol, ‘feeding him’ only enough to keep him alive.
“You know the drill,” Meek said, doubling his resolve. He crossed his arms and demanded, “What’s the word from the high tower?”

Shoulders sinking, Arnol mumbled, “Queen Amidala has tabled the matter.”

“Please translate that into Basic,” said Meek. “What exactly does that mean, table the matter, it’s too ambiguous.”

Wiping the sweat from pained face, Arnol said, “It means she won’t hear anyone’s opinion on what to do about Lady Angelleia.” He could see Meek was not satisfied; he snarled in response. “Look, it means she’s taking Rapier’s side!”
“Your job, Arnol,” began Meek evenly, calmly, “was not to let that happen.”

“I know, but-.”

“How is she exactly taking her side, Arnol. Tell me.”

“That’s just it: I don’t know, she’s not telling anyone.” Arnol threw his hands up in defeat. “The handmaidens are just as mute about it as the Queen is. The fear is that she’s going to go public with this support; if she does, many in the Royal Court are secretly saying they will quit! It’s a horrible, horrible leap of faith if she does it, even if Rapier isn’t guilty of anything. Ever since that Jedi had talked to the Queen, and apparently the Jedi are involved in this Rapier conspiracy-.”
“Jedi?” Meek had a sudden bad feeling. “What Jedi? Who?”

“Some shaggy brute named Knightshade that had arrived here yesterday on some Trade Federation vessel.” Arnol tried not to stick out his hand to beg for the death sticks. “He’s currently staying at the Palace, waiting for another Jedi to arrive. Queen Amidala wished a very private audience with him; she even kicked her handmaidens out. No one knows for sure why he would get such an honor, but two hours later we had a meeting and she laid down her law.” He shook his head as Meek thought to himself quietly. “I swear if Padme goes public with this support her career’s over.”
A thousand questions ran through Yars Meek’s mind and none of them positive. He had to ask, “So you do think she will speak of this?”

Arnol nodded his head. “Yes, I believe so; she’s been almost too predictable as a ‘too late’ politician. She has exhausted the recourses we have collectively given her, and through her own Royal resources, and at this time she doesn’t see a conspiracy between Lady Angelleia and Hidu Bog. She had clear doubts up until four hours ago.” He shook his head again. “The meeting got testy until Amidala figuratively vibrobladed the detractors after someone said she relied too much on Jedi opinion.” He made a face. “Not a smart choice of words; her fit was not legendary, not for the books, but it cracked duracrete. Unlike the others I knew her mind was made up the moment that Knightshade left the drawing room. I’ve known that young woman for years; she may make up her mind on something late in ‘the Game’, and when she does there is no changing that mind.”
Meek pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do you not understand that everything we are doing requires no help for Lady Angelleia by anyone?”

“Whatever it is you are doing, it’s not going to matter,” said Arnol, who then covered his mouth, fearing he had said too much. He still finished his point. “Amidala has made up her mind.”

“Change her mind,” said Meek. “At least convince her to keep her mind open. I promise you, within the week or so brand new evidence is going to come to light. Tell her if she doesn’t condemn Lady Angelleia she’s finished.”

“You, you, you just don’t get it, do you!” Arnol just frantically exploded in a drug craving fit. In the last minute or so, one hand would pluck the skin of back side of the other hand; those spots where had plucked were raw; any longer they would be bleeding. The cravings were just too much; he could literally smell it, and it made him vocally vicious. “That tiny bitch has made up her mind!  Whatever that blasted Jedi had told her, it was good, or maybe he used a mind trick or whatever it is they do, but smeck him, right? Whatever the case, she’s going to come out and vocally support Rapier eventually. You are going to have to-.”

“Then that’s it then,” said Meek. He put his hands in his pockets, nodded, and just turned away.

“Wait!” Arnol caught up with him and turned him around. “What about…you know?”

“Your freedom?” was Meek’s response; not exactly what Arnol was expecting in response. “You’ll probably still have it.” He turned away, but then stopped to make certain the desperate Arnol was not going to grab him again. Satisfied he continued on his way; unsatisfied Arnol just remained behind to cry.
Far enough away from the lousy scene, Yars Meek pulled out his holodisc transceiver and activated it. After a few moments Coy Madex appeared in the blue light field above the disc. Meek said, “Bad news, Coy: Knightshade’s here and he got to Amidala. Sometime soon, she’s going to support Rapier.”

The Bothan cringed and spat out, “Son of a bitch.” He frowned deeply and said, “Make certain, Yars, make damn certain that Dasju Arnol is arrested for the crimes we have him on. Pass that evidence we have on him to the Distrat Commision. He’s no good to us now. How went your new survey?”

“Same as the last twenty-three times we’ve been here: nothing,” said Meek. “And with Knightshade here I can’t really be seen.”

Sighing and scratching his hide in frustration, Madex said, “Yeah, that’s my fault. My fault, totally.”

“There’s something else you should know: apparently he’s here waiting for another Jedi to arrive.” Meek eyed Madex. “Who could that be?”

“Officially?”

“That was what Arnol appeared to claim.”

Madex thought for a few moments and then shook his head. “Damn him, Plo Koon: it’s Plo Koon, it’s got to be him. Casper has no one else. Plo’s going to tell him about us.”
Meek read the Bothan and said cautiously, “Coy, you are not thinking of preventing that, are you?”

“What we don’t need right now,” began Madex, “is someone on the Jedi Council about to encourage an overly concerned father to go look for his missing adopted daughter. That will lead the both of them, in turn, to try and bring that Sith in, and house her in the Jedi Temple. We cannot let that happen, not again!”

“So what do we do?”

“We have to somehow get Casper uninvolved.” Madex noted Meek’s side of relief. “What, did you think I was going to say we were going to kill two Jedi in order to save the operation?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you want to?”

Horrified, Meek said, “Are you nuts, no!”

“Then never think something like that again,” said Madex. “Remember who are really enemy is, which I wouldn’t be surprised now if Casper was helping her.” He snapped his fingers. “That ship he came on. Where is it?”
“Inside the Palace of Theed.”

“Scratch what I said before: have Arnol get you in the palace. Casper’s in contact with Rapier, I just know it. That ship’s going to have a record on how it’s being done, so get on board anyway you can and figure it out. While you’re doing that, I’ll head for Standard Station and get our communication assets to break several hundred telecommunication laws.”
“Understood,” said Meek.

“One more thing, Yars,” stopped Madex. “At this point if you have to engage anyone, then do so. Don’t mess around. For the sake of the galaxy, your life is more important than anyone who opposes you.”

Meek slowly nodded in understanding this time. Once the transmission was completed, he went back to look for Arnol. Once the Nubian discovered he was going to get his vice, he would do absolutely anything, including violating sacred Royal Security Protocol, old and new, to get his skin to stop plucking.
