CHAPTER 65.0

“Angelleia, there’s no longer a need,” whispered Juna calmly, her eyes closed, her body far away from the town, feeling she was just an inch a way from her Gessa’s ear and telling her not to go back to the town square. Having sensed Muriel’s quick arrival hours ago, she felt her red-headed friend and first teacher in life and combat could perhaps find McBain before Angelleia had found herself in a jeopardizing position. In the state Angelleia was in before, Juna had little to fear for her Daughter, but that changed when she felt Muriel’s need to rush through, seeing in her own mind images from Muriel of Casper, Rose, and lastly Beja Tu Ramore to signify the Sith Hunters were here.

“Angelleia, stop!” insisted Juna vocally and through the Force. Unfortunately she already knew this was no good – Angelleia was conceived by perhaps the two most stubbornly heroic people to be found in the universe, a dangerous mixture of Light and Dark, of the foolish tough and the crazy brave. Worse yet, if Muriel’s feelings were of any measure for Rose, she could not have the red head go and stop Angelleia. In her mind, over and over, was little young Rose popping in from Muriel’s conscious and the feeling that there was a countdown commencing.

When deciding what to do, a strong presence in the Force filtered into Juna’s perceptions. It was a very familiar presence, knowing him right from the get go. She saw him as he was today not in years past, the very image of a Jedi wizard from some Force-awful illustrated fantasy book she had read when she was four years old; the difference was none of his blonde locks or beard were graying or white yet.

“Meet me here as soon as you can,” said the image of Casper Knightshade, and his modern visual was replaced by the image of a bar next to a holofountain in the town. It all faded away from her mind. She knew that place, having seen it during her first recon trip into town.

Juna opened her eyes and mused, “He’s up to something.” She could not help to think that, given how other events were unfolding and heading straight to hell pretty fast. However Casper was a Jedi and thus his intentions were just as shielded as her own. But she was smart; she could figure it out pretty damn quick.

With the given situation before her, Juna surmised as Casper probably had done because he was approached by one of the Sith Hunters. Knowing they were here, Casper was looking for some kind of out for everyone involved, some way to prevent the brawl between herself and Coy Madex and his friends that was becoming inevitable. Casper was a Jedi after all, and it was in his nature to resolve things peacefully. What gave Juna a good feeling about this was that Casper’s reason for doing it was obvious: he did not want Angelleia to get hurt.

On that point, Juna proceeded to walk towards town. It was still unwise to just teleport herself into the town. She could not be too hasty when there was no need for it.
The best way to accomplish Casper’s hope, Juna figured out, was that Casper had to take Angelleia off her hands and get the hell out of here. That was a reasonable course of action to protect Angelleia from harm and perhaps from the harm of watching her fully engaging the Sith Hunters; protect Angelleia from witnessing a deeper first hand account of the power of the Dark Side; protect Angelleia from watching her die at the hands of her fellow Jedi. Juna still had that hope, believed, Angelleia could still become a Jedi.

However, where he was going to take her Daughter did matter to Juna. She had not forgotten the fact she knew the Sith were on Coruscant. At the moment she cared very little who went there, including Casper if he was so inclined, but Angelleia was not going to that planet. She was going to have to tell him of this; the only real way to do it was to meet him, face to face.

Under the circumstances, Juna felt she needed to go to the town rather than have Casper come to her. The growing scenario was bad and good. The bad was in the details that the Sith Hunters were here, and Muriel had to leave Angelleia unintended to go save Rose, and Angelleia was perhaps heading in the same direction in which all three could end up in the middle of a frantic battle if they were not careful with either the Sith Hunters or the scum of this world. Overall the original intent of what they were supposed to be doing was history. The good was that the meeting place put her right next to it all, thus allowing her to gain some advantages in every situation. She could grab Angelleia before the meeting and give her over to Casper, or perhaps get to Rose. The silver lines were lesser in scope to the dark clouds of the situation, but Juna decided to take them; it was the best she could do with matters rushing to an end.

It did leave to question what Casper was up to. He was right there, Angelleia just about within his sights. He had to feel her, yet he did not make that first move to take her and protect her. They were virtually together, right there. Because of that, the first thought that crossed her Dark mind was Casper was going to betray her. She ignored the thought just as she concentrated on an old one: mass death was just about to ensue. Given matters, she immediately found herself trying to use it to her advantage as she walked.
Hood drawn up, Juna was not identified, but her ominous black form drew some attention that was fueled by different reasons of the same emotion: fear. Half the individuals saw her as a Sith right away; the other half saw her as the Reaper of many spacer legends and other tales to be found throughout the galaxy. There were others dressed in black, keeping themselves concealed to the surrounding people, yet they did not inspire the fear she was able to generate. In terms, it was like everyone else in black was a pretender, and Juna was the original and copyright holder to the evil vision she easily and effectively and effortless projected that they dared tried to copy. It would normally bother her in a normal setting, creating such fear, being fueled through the Dark Side with such fear, and she felt herself wanting to consume every emotion like a greedy starving woman. These were advantages to be had, to be taken, as closer and closer the moment of truth was arriving. She was what she was here.
Now.

In the town square, Juna located the bar she saw in her mind effortlessly. She could sense Muriel, and Rose, and most importantly Angelleia, and knew for the moment they were alright. She stood there for a long time, letting her presence fill the area; people noticeably shivered as far as the other side of the holofountain. She wanted the Sith Hunters to feel her, know she was there. A brilliant idea had entered her conscious, one born from the fact Madex was out of control and would not stop with his insanity. If matters went according to plan, Juna would not have to turn on her lightsaber or use the Dark Side of the Force, not even lift one finger, to kill the Bothan and his allies. It was high risk, but the rewards were significant if Juna did this right.
When she entered the bar, Casper stopped sensing Juna’s overwhelming presence in the Force, but looking at her with his blue eyes from a table near the door was enough to raise him to his feet. It did not take her too long for her hooded head, eyes unseen, to turn towards him, and her visible mouth slowly formed a smile. The last time they did see each other was on Coruscant, and the last thing they did was agree on little Bella’s Jedi future. There was that soft kiss; it was void of passion and did not contain the promise that the kiss was more than sealing the deal of him becoming Angelleia’s adopted father. They would never be lovers, Casper for his own reasons, Juna for her own reasons. There relationship was a clear one, intimate in terms of Angelleia being their spiritual common interest in wanting to see her become someone just as special as her real father.
Juna strolled over casually, hood still raised to hide her identification, and gave the taller Casper a hug. He returned the gestured, not caring if the cursed feeling denizens scoffed at it, hoping she would perhaps understand what he was going to do. He needed answers from her first before enacting his own plan against the Sith Hunters.
Pulling apart, Juna looked at him and said, “Nice look. I like it.” She played with his dirty blonde locks.

“At least someone does,” joked Casper back. The two sat down opposite of one other at the table; she had no problem with her back to the door. There voices were not necessarily low. “I ran into Muriel earlier; she didn’t like it.”

“She’s funny that way.” Juna placed her gloved hands on the table, folding them together. “But your beard: not at your age.”

“What can I say I was influenced by the older company I kept to. You haven’t changed.”

“Thank you.”

Casper stared on, thought, and then said somewhat on topic, “I’m sure small talk is not why we’re here. We both have questions for one another.”

“We sure do,” said Juna, waggling her fingers, finding herself forgetting about everything else going on at the moment. There was some anger growing in her mind as the first question came out, “What happened?”

Casper knew the context of that question just as he knew Juna was becoming upset. He said, “The Jedi Council was going to send Bella back to you. After all I said and tried they were going to deny her right to join us. Plo Koon came up with the idea as they debated the question further outside my presence. On purpose, he did not tell me the specifics, for whatever reason, but I had to accept them right then, not question or challenge any of them, in order to get Bella in. After I agreed with Plo, Bella and I were taken back in and I was told what was expected of the both of us.”

“I see,” said Juna. “They did not trust her to be genuine in her Jedi pursuit.”
“No, not necessarily; I don’t think it was about her,” said Casper.
“I know it was not about her.”

“It wasn’t about you either.”

Sighing, Juna admitted, “Did they say that about me?”

Casper folded his own hands together on the table and said, “They never said so, but after thinking about it I realize it was about me.” He explained, “They feared my attachments to you and to her.”

Smirking, Juna said, “That’s very foolish of them. If they feared your attachment to me and Bella, why allow you to raise Bella anyways?”

“That is what I can’t get,” admitted Casper. He considered her and said, “What’s your opinion?”

Juna understood Casper was looking for something better than the expected answer, the honest answer, the favorable easy answer. After hearing from Angelleia about her life with Casper and her training with Zesha, she said, “As it relates to you, I would say after Nal Hutta, after you had sided with me and Enothchild and Mathaniel, they could not trust you. It’s like a soldier thought dead, struggling to stay alive behind enemy lines, emerging months later after a harrowing escape. You’re taken back, you’re debrief extensively until they are just totally unsatisfied with your answers, but would be just as unsatisfied with your incarceration or death. So, they tell you to stay put, do nothing, absolutely nothing, in their name.”
Casper’s eyes just drifted towards his hands as Juna spoke, because the thought had crossed his mind more than once, but he never stopped that crossing. He never dared thought his peers had lost trust in him. Juna’s metaphoric explanation had just caused him to go completely numb as he reexamined those many free time days and nights he had after his return to Coruscant after returning to Lonestar, his shock meeting with Branch Lur to learn what he had uncovered in the name of Naressa’s innocence, and that one-sided worthless get-together with Senator Coaxial. After the meeting with Coaxial, the Council had absolutely told him when he was needed they would call him. He had spent all that free time then trying to find something else that could clear Naressa’s name, which the Council did nothing to deter it; why should they when such pursuits had kept him imprisoned so easily?
Juna said gently, “I’m sorry to have said that.”

Sighing, Casper said, “You’re not wrong. Before you gave me Bella, they had me doing absolutely nothing.” He then wondered aloud, “Did you know back then, when you kissed me?”

“No,” assured Juna with genuine head shake. “Putting you in that trance required certain aspects of myself to be shut down in order for the trance to work. I figured it out with my conversations with Angelleia. Great name, by the way, very subtle.”

Casper shook his head and said, “I knew then just as I knew it now; I just wouldn’t fully accept it.”

She assured him, “You’re a good, responsible man; a Jedi of the Code. They expected you to obey them and the Code as you should.”
“Not to the point where I didn’t question their decisions then,” said Casper. “Blind obedience is not the Jedi way.”

“At least that’s your opinion.”

“I’m not becoming Qualeggoes.”

Juna smirked, looking so much like Naressa to Casper now more than back then. She said, “Thank the Force.”

Casper considered the conversation again and just said, “They were imprisoning me behind the walls of reason.” Juna sat up a little taller on such a profound point. “They knew I would not give up on your mother’s innocence. That’s why they never stopped me from reviewing it, pouring over it, knowing I would be obsessed with it. Think about it: have me do nothing, and in return I do something that just keeps me in place. The circumstances, like Neimoidia and Hapes and all the other places where the truth lied I could not go to them. So, I was stuck, on Coruscant, just going over everything I knew to be true that was not so ambiguous of the facts. I was my own warden.”
“I can’t disagree with you,” said Juna after some thought. “And I contributed with Bella, obviously.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. One way or another, the Council was going to get what it wanted. They wanted me where they could keep an eye on me.” Casper shook his head. “With Angelleia, they had me. Don’t get me wrong, though; to me back then, as it is right now, my career for her training is a fair trade. They can have me, I didn’t care: Angelleia had to become a Jedi.”

At this, Juna tried to agree, tried to accept what was said. She had a hard time, knowing Casper as she did. The man was not someone so willing to give up; if there was one thing about him before Nal Hutta she liked of him as a person it was his never-give-up desire. It clashed against many people’s opinions, yes, but when he came around to the truth he applied that belief to them. It made him a grounded force. Now, with that decision to give his career away for Angelleia’s sake, that no surrender attitude was nowhere in the decision and in its aftermath.

Bugged to hell by that fact, Juna shook her head and said, “You do care. If you didn’t, you would have never gone with Branch Lur after the Wettlespear.” She clinched her hands together in frustration. “Why would you allow them to waste you? After all you have done for the Republic, for them, you would just let these things happen without question?”
Casper looked at Juna forcibly. He grimaced, “I just got done saying I sacrificed my life for Angelleia. I’m not looking for gratitude, but I’m not looking to get this rubbed in the wounds of what pride I may have that hasn’t been trained out of me.”
“I know,” said Juna. But her head sunk right down though after she had said that. She looked back up and said, “I can’t….reconcile this. I really can’t. I thought talking about this would let me accept it, but it didn’t. I’m too much a free thinker, you felt this was going on and you just let it.”

“It got your daughter in the Jedi Order, which is exactly what you wanted.”

“Not like this. Not at your expense. You are not a prideful creature, Casper, and you are not a spiteful one. Yet your former master takes all that you learned and tells you it and you are no longer required? And you let it happen? I’m…not trying to get upset over this, but somehow I can’t help it. I can’t shake the feeling that it’s put us in this position we are in right now.”
At that, Casper really frowned and said heatedly, “After you just got done telling me I was a good little soldier following orders, you’re now calling me a fool?”
Sighing, Juna said, “I don’t mean it to sound so harsh, but I never figured you to be one not to question anyone’s reason, even if you were the stuck-on-the-Code Jedi you were once. You did ask me, after all, why I picked you to raise Bella. You questioned it!”
“I agreed to this to get her in. Why aren’t you happy about that like you were just a few seconds ago?”

“Maybe because when I discovered Angelleia’s utility belt showed she was becoming a Healer, and not a Knight, I got pissed. I wondered, I questioned why, and I got pissed. How could this have happened to my Gessa? It really burned me when she told me when she was done with the training, she was going to be the first to become a Knight after becoming a Healer. Just like her Master Zesha, only in reverse. But I suppose wasting her time now is only relevant if the Jedi Council decides she can’t do that. They’ll stop her, I know it!”

Casper looked around them and noted no one paying any real attention to their raised voices. He took that moment to calm down. Juna did as well, trying hard not to be so hard on him, but at the same time just wondering how the hell he could let things go the way they did. She honestly said, calmly, mutely, “I thought I could just say what I said in the beginning and that would ease my troubled mind about this. But I find myself just infuriated with you. I didn’t come here to argue.”
“Then why the hell did you come here,” said Casper, and only because he was not going to let it go. His own thoughts and feelings on what he was actually going to try and do went out the nearby window with Juna’s poorly expressed explanation about her change of point of view. “Did I not tell you to keep her safe?”

Juna frowned and said, “I was doing a very good job of that.”

“Bullshit, you,” Casper put across, stopping himself short of calling out her name. “You would not be here, putting my daughter in danger.”

“Your daughter?” Juna’s right eyebrow raised. “Your daughter?” Her other eyebrow raised, and together they slowly formed a frown. “Oh, I’m going to have to firmly disagree with you right there.”

“Really!”

“Yes, really!”

“Well, my senses are clear, ears unplugged, mind open. Let’s hear it.”
Unexpectedly, Juna’s approach was radically different than what Casper had anticipated. “Your daughter would have known who she was and where she came from. Your daughter would have known she was Enothchild’s daughter. Your daughter would not have been taken from you to be trained by another. Your daughter would not have been trained as a Healer. As a parent, you would never let anyone dictate how you raise and nurture your daughter. I gave you that responsibility.”

“I took it when you were afraid to,” dared Casper after the second sentence of Juna’s point really churned his butter. “You were afraid, you told me so. I saw it for myself when I looked in your eyes. No matter how good of a mother you could be to Angelleia you feared your darkness would eventually corrupt her. So you passed her on to me, because you trusted me to do the right things. I did what I could do for her, and when that moment came that my guardianship over her was going to end before it really started, I did exactly what you did: I conceded a great deal of my responsibilities to Angelleia in order to see her as a Jedi. You know what: like with you giving her to me, it worked! She was allowed into the Order, I was able to raiser her, I was able to ensure her Jedi life: I nurtured it in her from day one.
“But that doesn’t matter to me. You want to know why? Because I love her, and because I love her I did what you would do: sacrifice pieces of myself in order for her to have that chance to succeed. Yes, you’re right: I went with Branch because I missed it; I missed what I used to do. If I had to do it again, I will still give it up for Angelleia. She Is My Daughter as she is yours, and Enothchild’s, and not because some paper says so, or the Council does, but because I say so in Love!”

Juna said nothing; Casper could feel her anger ebbing. He reached over with his hands and grabbed her gloved hands, rubbing the backs of them with his thumbs. She said, “Like I said, I shouldn’t be this upset with you.”

“You’re a fighter,” said Casper. “In everything, you are a fighter. I saw it before long ago, and I could see it in Rose on Mesuera. Regardless that I disagree with such principals applied to everything I have to respect them.” He implored to her. “But sometimes, my Lady, you can’t fight in order to achieve what you want. So Angelleia is not trained by me, or won’t be a Knight first? It does not mean I failed. It only means I chose a different way to fight.”
Casper tugged and pulled off her gloves, laying them under her hands. Juna let him grab her bare hands; they shared the warmth of the touch more than the body heat through the appendages. He said, “It does not mean you failed either.”
The Sith Maiden smiled as the Jedi Knight comforted her. Juna said, “You do love her.”

“Yes,” said Casper. “I’m sure far more than what is considered healthy by the Council.”

“The hell with them,” cursed Juna quietly. “They only see it as wrong. You and I will never convince them otherwise.” She clutched at his hands, tugging on them tightly.
“I wish it were the easy,” said Casper. He let out a sigh…. Madex is coming here in about another minute, if not sooner.

Through their held hands, Juna could read Casper’s thoughts very clearly; she was not looking for a connection with him. He knew he could get it if he poured the Force through his hands. Their conversation was not contrived, it was serious, important, and something they had to have. The timing and the location and the surrounding circumstances of the conversation, though, were terrible. They had to have it, for anything Casper wanted to tell Juna of her plan.

I made a deal with Madex: you in exchange for me taking Angelleia away from here, unharmed. Please, don’t get upset with me; I have a plan.
Juna thought I wouldn’t be upset with you if you knew what I knew about Madex. Any deal you made with him, or through some subordinate, will not hold. I will not honor it either. What makes you think I am going to go along with this?
Because first off this insanity between you two must stop. Juna, I’ve seen things in his possession that has made me question your motives for the past decade. I want to prove him wrong to the Jedi Council, but I must reason with him first, then plea the case to the Council. Juna, he won’t relent on his accusations, which prevents you to defend yourself.
Juna shook her head. He is beyond reason, going to hell, and taking every single one of his followers with him. When he goes to hell is going to be determined by him or me.
“No,” said Casper, pulling his hands back, face saddened. “Come with me to Coruscant.”

“I will not go there, and Casper,” and Juna took a breath, “you and Angelleia cannot go back either. The Sith are -.”
The door opened to the bar, and Casper looked past Juna; Juna did not bother to turn around. In through the door walked Coy Madex and Beja Tu Ramore. She knew the Bothan was smiling just as she knew the entire bar was surrounded by all the Sith Hunters he had at his disposal.

Juna picked up her gloves and began to put them on. She said to him, “Sure, I guess this can be entertaining.” She pulled the gloves tight, enjoying the feel of them.
Casper whispered quickly, “I don’t like him anymore than you, but understand what I am doing here. Understand it!” He went to grab her hand again; he only caught her fingers as she tried to withdraw from his grasp. “Understand it, I beg of you! If you kill him-.”
Juna just sat back and without looking she asked, “So, Master Madex, do you come in peace?”
“Sure do,” said the Bothan. In one motion, both he and Beja Tu defied the truce and as one went to strike Juna down, lightsabers coming on….

Juna moved….

Casper used the Force, throwing the table at the two….

Before anyone could comprehend what was going on, blaster fire rain down from every direction, seemingly from every person that had it, for any reason any of them could think of….

--------------
CHAPTER 65.1

As instructed, Dason continued his casual, stupid façade until he reached the third ring of landed ships. Making a right, with Rose right behind him, his cohorts that were alerted by Pritt beforehand began to slither from their ships, slowly but surely trailing behind the unsuspecting Rose. Two more turns, and the trap would be sprung. The objective was to capture her: Pritt wanted answers, why someone who knew Dizzy Arnes so well did not answer the question correctly as agreed upon before.

Trailing behind this conspiracy, Noss Phetter eyed the forming trouble ahead but never smiled at it. It was a shame he was going to have others do his dirty work, but he had his doubts they would succeed. A tired out Fauna Scarlet, perhaps successful in defeating this trap, would make for easy pickings. Not only that he wanted to see how that red skin of hers reacted in a physical affair; he had a feeling it could only stop energy weapons, like Saberhide could stop a lightsaber, but not a punch like the old Saberhide could; it was vitally important for the Sith to know this information when dealing with Rapier in the future. He pressed on, taking to the shadows, unaware of his real old problem in red walking in his very own footsteps.

Dason said, “Hey, baby, here’s the boss’ ship.” He stopped before a rather nice, very alone vessel, its ramp down. “He’s right inside.”

Rose eyed the ship, and she said, “After you.”

“Oh, I got to get back to work,” said the man. He moved closer to her. “Of course, if you’re not too busy, I can become not too busy too.” Dason played with her red cloak a little. “You’re definitely a hot number, darling.”

“Save your platitudes for your male clientele,” shot Rose back. She brushed past him. When she did, he pulled out a dagger from the front of his pants, wrapped an arm around her slender waist and put the blade to the front of her neck.

“Don’t move!” Dason shouted, “I GOT-!”

When he had turned his head, Rose slid her body in that direction, taking the space the head movement created by pulling his body away. In that same movement, both hands grabbed his wrist and she perfectly executed a toss that twisted him over and snapped his wrist. She grabbed the dagger he dropped and he only paid attention to her when she kicked him down at the chest, pinned him down by the throat with her foot, planted her other foot on his broken wrist and rammed the dagger through that hand, pinning it and him to the hard ground.

As Dason’s backup came running, she said to him as she prepared for the new threat, “You should have kept it in your pants.”

The charging group, twelve of them, had blasters but they were not out; Rose was not so stupid, raising her arms, the action extending her Starscream cannons from concealment in the robe sleeves, and she laid down fire. Predictably the minions took immediate cover behind ships.

Rose did the most sensible thing; with Saberskin able to repeal their blaster fire for a period of time, she dove right down to the ground, flat on her chest, and went to work. The ships being used for cover were a novel idea if any of the ships were actually low to the ground enough to protect every square inch of their bodies; they did not, their legs and feet standing right out. Rose lined up and fired to her left, clipping four out of the seven on that side in the legs, dropping them, and then firing away at their exposed, anguished bodies.

Her foes showed some brains, going to better cover on the other side: landing gear, crates, and ventral formations from the hulls. One of them was able to score a clean hit on her back. The sparks and flames came and went, and that put an end to Rose’s main weapons.

Not defenseless, however, Rose rolled, slipping out of her charred red robe, and got behind Dason, who had errantly sat up to try and pull the knife out of his injured hand. She scurried right behind, pushing his upper body up to accept his friend’s blaster volleys as she shed the Starscream cannons. Dason’s body shaking from the thumping it was receiving from the blasters, Rose pulled out her Heartseeker and laid powerful repulsion fire on her remaining foes.
One of them wised up and began firing at Rose with a blaster rifle. Unlike the other’s heavy blasters, the rifle had punch and it knocked Rose to the ground. She was fine, but clearly she could no longer fight out in the open; man-meat Dason’s body was shot up enough. Rose retreated behind the ramp of the ship and tried to contact Casper via comlink; in between she fired at her outnumbering foes and did an integrity assessment of the Saberskin. Both of those actions between shots gave her some bad news in return.
The first bit of bad news was the polymorphic ironite’s time-of-life integrity coming to an end. The ingenious sprayed-on product could be applied to anything, but more importantly to living creatures for it was chemically designed to ‘map’ pores and allow them to breathe, thus allowing the wearer to wear it for long periods of time. However, in initial tests, the compound did not come off at all, countering the idea of a much lighter, more portable body armor that could be put on and taken off based on conditions. Thus, in the pore mapping matrix, along with the energy absorption and dissipation compounds, was a chemical string that was vulnerable to prolonged exposures to both body heat and perspiration. Over a period of time, more than seventy hours, for the sake of the Saberskin wearer, the sprayed-on armor would flake off like real skin under normal living stress. Under pressure, the time-of-life for the armor shrank. Under assault and under pressure like Rose was now, along with having worn her armor without touchups for the past twenty hours, it drained the integrity of her Saberskin considerably; the fire from her ruined Starscream battery pack on her back was consistent enough to turn the armor from red to bright pink under her standard deflector shoulder pads, signifying she could afford one lightly-powered energy strike there. Various other points of her armor, where blaster bolts had struck, were turning lighter in color as well; some from the blasts, others from her own body heat. She shook her head, watching ‘skin flakes’ fall from her face and melt into the ground; Rose was running out of time.

And secondly, in bad news, Casper was not responding to his comlink. Rose could not wait for him to respond, not when her enemies were pressing towards her in favorable formations and protections; not when at any time they could call for reinforcements.
Fast, Rose pulled one her anti-personal grenades from her hip satchel, yanked off the safety lid to press the button. She stuffed it back in the satchel with the others, threw it into the ship, turned, and ran hard. Her foes continued to fire at her, and she felt the shots hit her, get absorbed by the Saberskin. The one with the blaster rifle managed to hit the weak spot on her back, flattening her….

The interior of the starship exploded, and then the rest of it exploded two full seconds later. Debris and fire slammed into the neighboring starships port and starboard, and they too ruptured under the impact of shrapnel and blast. At best, given its secured location, only four starships and the attacking foes had perished under Rose’s quick thinking assault.

Upon the first detonation, Phetter grabbed for cover and stayed down. A large, flaming, screaming body flew by and missed his ducked head. A significant piece of the hull landed over him, but its engineered arch kept it from flattening him in the process. Quickly he moved out, having seen his target run behind the exploding starship and took a long approach around the fire to go find her, make sure she was dead.
Behind Phetter, Muriel ducked behind a ship, well away from the explosion. After a few seconds she understood what would transpire next and began to implement her compliment of minor mines. She tossed each of the eight disks with proximity detonation encoded for any fool stupid enough to run towards the inferno; the bet was Pritt’s men would be coming very soon. Finished, she noted Phetter’s flanking of the flames and proceeded to follow.
-----------------

CHAPTER 65.2

Although Juna’s pleas had reached her, Angelleia totally ignored them as she hurried quickly to the rendezvous point for the Blue Seed. Interestingly enough it was not at the most recognizable location, the holofountain. According to the lone respondent to the ad known only as ‘Mulder’, there was a ‘gloomy, dark, life like statue’ directly ‘north of the town square’. Unfortunately going ‘directly north’ was more of a relative guideline, for again everyone else’s undisciplined landing nature with their starships made for terrible straight-line traveling, and many were not keen with Angelleia walking too close to their precious homes. 
For a while, Angelleia went about the only ways she could, keeping herself relatively pointing northward even as she had to go east and west and even south. The switchbacks began to pile up, which frustrated her. For all she knew, with all these ships creating their artificial canyons, she had passed the statue in question; the message only said ‘life like’, which could mean actually size dimensions of what exactly who knew; the message was just that vague, as if the respondent just hoped the author of the message knew Ancesca as well as they did; proof in that was also based on exact location, or relatively how far this statue was from the center of ‘town’. At the very least both the poster and the respondent held the advantages of advance knowledge of this world. It did beg Angelleia to wonder out of curiosity why would there be a statue on this world, a world unclaimed, not referenced, and populated by such uncaring rogues.
Eventually even a Jedi had to ask for directions. Angelleia was not too happy in doing it, for the further north she went the more unnerving some of the people had become; their glances were thousand light years stares of disturbed minds. She even doubted the toughest of bounty hunters and mercenaries ever ventured in this sector of the society. She found a Human man and asked, drawing his attention away from a Sullustan and a multi-limbed Zenmoth, “Excuse me, sir, I don’t mean to intrude-.”
“Well you intruded!” growled the man; his rage was rather unprecedented. “Get yer going, girl! Do I look like a play mate!”

“I was looking for a statue around these parts,” said Angelleia, finding herself becoming more forceful here than she had been in freeing the slave girl. She hated to be this way, but the man’s scowl was just infectious. “Have you seen it?”
“I have,” said the Sullustan when the others went pale and quiet. “Best steer clear of it, girl. It’s a damned thing: curses anyone that lands near it.”

Angelleia knew spacers like these were superstitious, but their fears were so terribly grounded in reality – by how the emotion rolled off of them as true as their existence – she found herself wanting to heed the warning. On the other hand, since her experience on Commenor, she understood she was no longer immune to such things based on superstition, for ghosts were real, and if ghosts were real so were other things rooted strongly in myth and folklore. Whatever it was she had to face it.
“So it’s clear of any ships?” questioned Angelleia reasonably.

“Have you heard a damn thing I said,” roared the Sullustan.

Checking the time, Angelleia just said, “Thank you, I appreciate your help.” 
She tapped the Force, squatted, and leapt on top of the ship the group was next to. She ignored their squawks and awes just as much as she ignored Juna’s quieting pleas, just as she ignored the feeling that Casper was somewhere close by. How she missed her adopted Father, but a Jedi could not lose focus, or with time pressing against them keep from using the Force. She pressed on quickly, eyeing her destination from her higher advantage, jogging across the top of ships, leaping to the next ship when appropriate, quickly moving to avoid notice, or at least become a target for some disturbed creature. In no time, Angelleia was quite a distance away from town square.
As the Sullustan predicated, the statue was easy to spot from Angelleia’s high perch on a Bespin space barge. There it was the statue, indeed a life size figure on a pedestal, back turned as it suggested the subject was looking north, and indeed it was alone for a one hundred meters. No ship was parked next to it, and no ships were around it. Here the land was scorched and flat, seemingly perfect for landing for several kilometers northerly, yet not even the fiercest of unwashed souls dared purchased the land.
There was evil here….

Angelleia took her time in sliding down the long, slick side of the barge, and landed on the ground with a roll, pulling her raised hood of her head. She inspected the location, noting there was no where to hide let alone run to for cover over the distance. Any surprises would have to be on the other side of the statue and the short monument it was on. Of course, as anyone else would under the circumstances, Angelleia did not consider the surprises coming from behind….
The walk to the statue could not have been more lonely in feeling. Angelleia began to hear whispers again; these were not he Winds of the Force, for no breeze was blowing, for the voices spoke from every hole she passed on the ground; a few of the voices begged her to pay closer attention to the holes for some strange, queer reason. Her flesh quivered as she walked though she felt no fear herself, just a flush of caution. As she drew nearer, the voices were a little more understandable even though the language was not one commonly found here, in the Fringe, or in the Republic. They, whoever they were, asked Angelleia to ‘free’ them; dig them up, reach into the small holes and feel for their hands and pull them up, discover the greatness of her power and unleash them!
Angelleia only shrugged the voices off and finally reached the statue. She walked around it, discovering the subject was a heavily cloaked figure in shadow. His right hand was raised; his finger pointing in accusation towards something unseen in the north; in his left hand clutched tight in death grip was the representation of a binding of some kind. The eyes of the statue were dug in, which allowed the statue to appear to look at people looking at it within its engineered peripheral vision. Those pupils, so carefully dug into the dark stone, were empty pits, the every point to this statue: to bring forth great measures of dread and despair to those who look upon it. Upon the monumental was an inscription not in Basic yet she found herself able to read it, even though she knew in her heart she had never read the language before.
“’Bind those in bondage that seek nothing for themselves; slaves of Light are to be controlled by the Shadows they create’,” murmured Angelleia. She hated that, and peered at the statue disapprovingly. Ignoring the significance of how she knew the language, she said, “You’re something of a Sith creation! You are a cursed thing.”
It just continued its silent vigil over the north. It cared not what she said. It cared not for what she did.

Angelleia went to stroll around it when she noted Jrimmer Dugal, Enfungo Nul, and the very familiar Givin Posh Piv walking towards the statue. She had taken a full three steps around the statue when she saw them, noting Piv with the bandage around his head as the one that tried to attack her and Juna back on Commenor. She darted back behind the statue and cringed, feeling stupid for not keeping her senses open behind her for them, and for doing a very animated version of trying to hide. She placed herself against the statue and as she tried to decide what to do she wished for a miracle.

DONE!
Angelleia gasped when the voice echoed in her head. Suddenly she gave it no other thought; the shadow of Posh Piv fell on her, and he was looking right down at her. She was torn, even though she swore to do what was right, even though she said she would take the fight to them for Juna. Did she rise against her brothers? Did she submit to them? She was suddenly at a loss on what to do.
Posh Piv said to the others, “Check this out.” The two other Sith Hunters approached from either side of the statue to stare at Angelleia. She stayed crouched, wondering when they were going to grab her already. “Looks Sithian.”

Confused, Angelleia just remained still….

“This is Sithian, Posh,” said Enfungo Nul, pulling out an unusual-looking data pad. “Let’s see…”

Angelleia watched as Nul held his device right over her and a scanning beam swept the local area. He frowned, smacking the device with his free hand, and said, “Damnedest thing, can’t get a reading.” He tried again, this time getting closer; he almost touched Angelleia with it. She understood why he couldn’t get a reading because her body was blocking the beam. What she couldn’t understand was why they couldn’t see her.
“Eh, why bother with this thing, Enfungo, if it won’t let you,” pointed out Piv. He looked around as Nul kept toying with the scanner.

“It’s up to us to make certain anything Sithian is catalogued,” insisted Nul. “Ancesca is not in the Archives regarding the War. This statue is at least that old. We have seen similar fixtures on catalogued worlds.”

“I mean just manually encode the words,” insisted Nul. He shook his head and asked, “Jrimmer, any luck?”
Jrimmer Dugal was using the Force, paying no attention to the statue after Nul had drawn him to the pedestal. Angelleia realized she was holding her breath and, wisely, let it out slowly in order to inhale slowly; as she did, she measured the young man’s face and noted his troubled expression. He said, “She couldn’t have known we were tailing her, unless Rapier had warned her. Now she’s gone.”
“She must be around here,” said Piv, rubbing his head; using the Force was still giving him a headache. “Maybe we walked past her. She did jump on top of that starship a few minutes ago.”

Nul said, “Then where is she?” He then noted, “This has to be the meeting place for their pal. It can’t be a coincidence with this statue being here. There are no such things.”

The young Human then asked, “Posh, Enfungo, suppose everything that has happened in this Sith Hunt is just as contrived?” The others turned their attention to Dugal. “Suppose we are reading into this incorrectly? What if Rapier is innocent?”
“I can’t see how,” said Nul. “We’ve seen the evidence ourselves: MITES on Coruscant and all.” Angelleia let her mouth drop, but she covered her mouth to stifle any noise….

“Suppose it’s a lie?” dared Dugal.

Piv scoffed, “We verified much of that evidence ourselves, Jrimmer.”
“What I am getting at,” began Dugal patiently, “is suppose there are rational explanations for it. Now hear me out, Posh, please.” The Givin had rolled his eyes. “There is some of it that we haven’t worked out that still makes no sense.”

“Coy did,” said Nul.

“Right.”

Angelleia watched the other two consider Dugal weirdly, and then they looked at one another. Nul said, “But Coy did!”

“Yes, only Coy,” said Dugal.

Posh Piv placed his bulky hands on his hips and said, “And?”

“And? I’m the only one that has to say it here?” Dugal looked between the two. “Is every Jedi above vengeance? Show me in our history where it has not happened.”

“It’s happened, but Jrimmer,” began Piv, “the Council would not have put Qualeggoes’ former Padawan ahead of this Sith Hunt if they felt he was capable of such vengeance.”

Angelleia this time could not prevent herself from sucking in a breath. The late Jedi Master Qualeggoes, who tried to kill Juna when she was younger, had trained Coy Madex! This information was too terrible to be true!
“Eh, what was that?” questioned Nul.

Angelleia froze….

The three Jedi turned their attention briefly towards the pedestal, towards Angelleia’s location. But then as one they turned their attention back to the south. Piv suddenly whispered, “You don’t suppose…”
“Stay here,” directed Dugal. He bore a neutral face and went around the statue. As he did, the wind blew and Angelleia caught a familiar scent. She frowned: it was from that man she had helped on the space station at Commenor! Oh how she wanted to look to verify, but Posh Piv and Enfungo Nul drew themselves closer to the statue. Something told her to stay still anyways.
Meanwhile, Dugal measured the blanketed man: very big in muscle with some height on him, and he was favoring his bandaged up arm under the blanket. As for the rest of him, his face was covered in green scabs; very clear signs of frog pox. To temper his recognition of McBain as described by the doctor’s accounts on the space station to Madex, Dugal covered his mouth and showed disgust.
Dryly, McBain croaked, “Are you Poss Nhetter?”

Dugal really had to temper his recognition. The play on the name of Noss Phetter was very curious under the circumstances which the Sith Hunters thought they knew. He just said emptily, “Yes.”

With his good hand, and no other theatrics, McBain raised his good hand – covered in pox – and produced the blue paper wafer shaped like a giant grain seed. “This is yours.”

Upon hearing that, a small part of Angelleia’s heart broke. The return of the Blue Seed by Juna to the Jedi Order, along with Angelleia, could have been a strong sign of good faith – she did not know the Council already knew the Blue Seed had been lost, but it would have been significant if Juna had still returned the lost item. But she had picked up on McBain’s word play with the name Noss Phetter as well, and so she wondered….
Dugal, sticking to his act, took out a cloth and reached for the Blue Seed, taking it from McBain’s possession. As he eyeballed it, McBain just turned and began to walk away, coughing. Dugal said, “Wait, what about your payment?”
McBain turned around to look at Dugal, and then his blue eyes got wide and he began to run. The deal was to turn over the Blue Seed. There was to be no payment.
Angelleia watched Enfungo begin to run; Posh Piv swore quietly and followed soon behind. Carefully she peeked around the statue, stopping her peeking when Dugal stopped Piv; Nul just kept running after McBain. Piv exclaimed, “The hell, Jrimmer!”

“Posh,” began Dugal earnestly, “Enfungo’s going to catch him; that man is in no shape to run or fight. Think about this, though: what just happened here?”

“What?”

“What just happened here? Think, Posh, think. Do I have to spell it out for you? According to Coy, this guy and Noss Phetter are both Rapier agents.”

“Yeah.”

“What was with the confusion just now?” Dugal showed Piv the Blue Seed. “Posh, the station logs showed both the Flora Noir and the Jedi Joke were there for over twelve hours. If they were there together for lesser time, it would have been prudent for an exchange between Rapier and the man that just ran away then.” He raised his free hand in some exasperation. “Why the elaborate meeting?”
“Made over a week ago,” pointed out Piv.

“Right,” insisted Dugal.

Piv’s body relaxed noticeably. As his eyes worked around the point, Dugal just said, “If McBain was Rapier’s agent, why not go through the exchange there?”

“But Angelleia was coming this way,” said Piv. “That man came here.”

“He was expecting Noss Phetter,” pointed out Dugal. “He was looking for a Human man. Why continue the intrigue? It makes no sense if they made the exchange there, and then have it here.”

“Suppose they didn’t?”

“But that’s my point, Posh!” Dugal could see Piv was beginning to relent. “Why would Angelleia come here if the plan was to get the Blue Seed from a known Sith agent if that agent believed he was making a deal with Noss Phetter, another known Sith agent? Does that make any sense to you?”

Angelleia watched Posh Piv’s face just contort the more he thought about it. The Givin parlayed, “Suppose McBain did not know he was working for the Sith?”
“For what gain for Rapier?” asked Dugal. “Then where is he getting his orders to kill? Not from Noss Phetter or he would have seen me. Someone else? I doubt it. From Rapier: clearly not. Come on, Posh, I got the Blue Seed back with no trouble at all with Rapier here, on this planet. We’re right on her feet and she wants to do this? You mean to tell me that after all this time, after demonstrating she isn’t stupid, Rapier goes and does this to trip herself? And she’s putting Angelleia out there for what: a test of loyalties? It makes no sense: something is terribly wrong here, and you know it!”
Posh Piv put a hand to his chin and closed his eyes. Angelleia found her head spinning over the information, but at the same time hopeful. Dugal was seeing through the fog that Madex had enacted around his fellow Sith Hunters. Based on the apparent point of view of Madex that Angelleia had gleamed from the conversation Juna was keeping every one of her supposedly ‘Sith agents’ in the dark in relation to one another, and at the same time when Juna could have had the Blue Seed her best chance was at the space station. The reasoning did make no sense.

“It was a test of loyalties,” said Posh. When Angelleia heard that, her heart sank again, deep in a mire of hopelessness. “Jrimmer, Rapier sends Angelleia to get the Blue Seed. McBain is expecting Noss Phetter. You saw what he had done with you, he ran. Given how much time Angelleia has been in Rapier’s possession, and given how she treated us at the space station, I would question Angelleia’s loyalties completely.”
Dugal shook his head. “She has not fallen. Not yet.”

“Jrimmer,” stressed Posh, “suppose she was to kill an unsuspecting McBain to get the Blue Seed back? The Sith has always worked people against one another and use them as agents at the same time, you know this. It’s in history: Senate foes, people that hated one another, were aligned with the Sith and knew not of their common connection with another. The Sith work that way.”
“I don’t believe that,” said Dugal. “Not this time. I can’t.”

“Here they come,” said Piv. Angelleia looked and saw Nul, with a cut lip, pushing a defeated McBain back towards the others. McBain’s blanket was missing, and so was McBain’s good left arm. The large Human fell to his knee, trying to use his badly damaged right arm to feel the charred remains of his left shoulder; his left arm was gone, obviously forcibly removed. “Took a swing at you, did he?”

“And connected; I’m glad he was weak because otherwise that punch would have had more wallop,” said Nul, checking his wounded lip. “But I for one am glad I caught him alive. He’s going to face justice and spill his guts to save his ass from the death penalties coming his way.”

While Nul was coming back with McBain, Angelleia found herself still stuck, realizing that there seemed to be no way for Juna to escape Madex’s apparent vengeance, as unbecoming of a Jedi that was. Dugal was trying, but he was part of the operation and the others just kept circling around Madex’s logic. Dugal’s conscientious objection was falling hard on some very deaf ears. Something else had to sway the others, and it had to be convincing.
“Not something, someone,” breathed Angelleia out quietly. It made sense, but she still sighed to regret it. Nonetheless, she stood up and walked around the statue. She said, “Hello there.”

The three Jedi jumped out of their boots and turned towards her in shock. Angelleia pulled out her large lightsaber, bent down, and rolled it towards Dugal. Before anyone could say anything, she stood up and kept her hands raised and said, “I will come with you in peace, in shackles if you prefer, but you must let me help that man he’s badly sick. You won’t get the truth from him if he dies.”

“Son of a bitch!” squawked Posh Piv. He looked at the others and spat, “Can you-?”

Dugal used the Force to claim Angelleia’s lightsaber, hooking it to his belt. He held up a backing hand to the others and said, “I believe you. Help him.”

Angelleia walked quickly over to McBain and the man passed out into her arms. She laid him on the ground and felt him, her Healer training snapping in. She began ripping open his tunic to cool him down. She said, “I found out the location of this meeting place from Callous Pritt. I was hoping to just catch McBain with the Blue Seed.”

Dugal dropped to his knees on the other side of McBain, pulled out a small flask and gave it to her, saying, “Water.” Angelleia took it and began pouring it over McBain’s head and neck. He said to Angelleia, “Casper is here. He arranged a meeting between Coy and Juna. I implored Coy to listen, but…”
“My Father will make Master Madex listen,” insisted Angelleia.
“He’s got a Neimoidian virus,” said Jrimmer about McBain. Angelleia blinked her question and he said, “This man had murdered Branch Lur, Casper’s partner. He’s infected with frog pox.”

“I knew he was infected with something,” mumbled Angelleia. “He hasn’t been inoculated. He’s got the wrong antibiotics flowing in his system to fight it. We have to get him iced down; he’s boiling from the inside out.”
Posh and Nul had watched the dynamics play out, and Posh in disbelief said, “I don’t get it?”

Angelleia said over her shoulder, “He can vouch for Juna’s innocence, so yes I need him alive!” She reached down and picked McBain up, and effortlessly she stood up. Jrimmer was going to help her, but after a second he saw with her strength she did not need it. “Take us away to your ships! I need to get him cooled!”

“Take them,” instructed Jrimmer to Posh and Enfungo. The two of them looked at him. “I got her weapon. She’s cooperating. We needed to rescue her from Rapier anyways.”

At that moment the Force sensitive felt the fight in the bar beginning. Angelleia looked to Jrimmer and begged, “No.”

Jrimmer said to the others again, “Take them, now!” He said to her, “I swear, I’ll get them to stop fighting.”

“Screw that,” said Nul. He turned and ran for the center of town, pulling out his lightsaber during the run.

“Wait, Posh,” said Jrimmer, stopping the Givin. Posh Piv did a lousy job in not showing his head hurt after that strong shift in the Force they all felt. “You can’t get in this, you’re injured. Take them to the ship.”

“The hell, Jrimmer, it’s a Sith we’re talking about!”
“Posh, please, listen: Angelleia needs to be saved. Search your feelings, use the Force on her, tell me what you feel?”

Piv turned towards Angelleia, and she felt his probing. She let him in as freely and willingly as possible, to feel where her allegiances in the Force laid. That actually proved difficult for her now under the circumstances. In that, Piv said, “She’s conflicted.”

“But not fallen.”

Piv relented and said, “Okay.”

The explosion far away from them and the center of town made them all duck. Debris landed by them a short time later, pieces of starship hull and similar in reference. Jrimmer pulled out his own weapon and yelled, “GET THEM OUT OF HERE, POSH! IT’S ALL GOING TO HELL FAST!”
Posh nodded and instructed, “Come on, this way!” He put a hand on Angelleia’s back and urged her forward, easterly, taking the long way from the chaos. Angelleia obliged, even as she worried that everyone she cared for was in serious trouble. She had to have confidence that they could survive it. Meanwhile, as with Dugal before her, she had to find a way to end the madness.
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