CHAPTER 80.0

A month later the sound of engines had gained Casper’s attention. The approach of the ship was missed because of the blinding affects of the dark side that engulfed the planet Dagobah. He had no fear who it was for only a handful of individuals knew where he and Angelleia were. Landed, Millennium Falcon’s ramp had extended by the time he reached the ship a few hundred meters away and Juna was descending the ramp shortly after. Both looked differently to one another, particularly Juna who was sporting safari coveralls instead of black clothing for a change.
“Wow, I didn’t think this was possible,” remarked Casper first thing, accepting her offered greeting hug. She pulled away and gave him a small frown. “The Falcon. Even I know Muriel wouldn’t part with it so easy.”

“It wasn’t that difficult,” said Juna. She gave the old ship a look as well. “She insisted I have her. That way there’s no chance of her ever leaving Naboo to go on some blasted crusade. Muriel’s words, not mine.” She put her hands in her back pockets. “But its Diggory’s once he grows up. It’s only proper; the ship’s his as it was his father’s.” She then laminated, “He’s going to have to grow into it.”
“His mother thinks the ship would be a distraction?” Casper elaborated further, remembering his brief time with Diggory while last on Dagobah. Apparently Juna had sensed Diggory’s dismay as well. “I had a feeling he was having trouble figuring life out.”

“At the funniest time of his childhood death came and ruined everything. From that moment on he’s been chased by it.” Juna grimaced. “I pushed them off of Naboo before either of them had a breath of grief. Diggy’s smart, but still….” She sighed in quiet distress. “I take the blame for whatever goes wrong there. I should have never pushed them.”

“It’s hard to say how any child responds to growing up,” offered Casper. “Death is a part of life after all.”
She said, “It’s debatable that I handled what I went through as a child. But if I had done so well, it does not mean others can too.”
There was a thoughtful pause. Juna then said, “Thank goodness the Falcon’s the second fastest ship in the galaxy or I would still be out there counting rocks. Juna crossed her arms over her ample chest and strolled by him. Casper walked beside her with hands clutched behind his back.  “Has anything I sent to the Order done any good?”
“I wished it had,” he said, knowing full well that inevitable subject was going to come up quickly. “I’ve been over that data you sent to me, and so has the Jedi Council. Nothing has bore fruit.”

Juna cocked an eyebrow. “Was I mentioned in there somewhere? You know, like a thoughtful thank you for almost getting myself killed in obtaining this information.”

Casper mused, “I said your name repeatedly, praising you. Plo said your name a few times. The rest….I think they’re still trying to digest that humble pie you made them eat.”

“Chewing can hurt the jaws, or so I heard,” smirked Juna.

Sensing her displeasure in measure, Casper said, “I do believe they are trying to accept who you are in the grander scheme of the galaxy.”

“I seriously doubt that, Casper: don’t pretend they trust me now. The Sith problem doesn’t go away because I’m not the Sith problem any longer. Madex’s collateral damage will never be reversed.”

“Taking care of old Rapier business helped,” suggested Casper, alluding to the MITES that were discovered on Coruscant by the Sith Hunters for starters.
“I didn’t envision starting a business again after getting rid of the more profitable one,” laminated Juna with a smirk. 
While waiting for Muriel to come rescue her, Juna did tend to some business and started a new venture to hire former Rapier Technologies’ employees – and under new management employees were leaving voluntarily everyday – to clean up the loose ends left behind by her parents that the Sith Hunters uncovered. The business, out of Mesurea in which Rose owned the company and Juna and Muriel had silent partner interest in, was called Babes Digital Cleaning Company – Diggory Arnes’ clever first attempt at marketing in the free enterprise system. Much was ‘cleaned up’, but Coruscant was a slow, still-going-on process. The combination of avoiding political detection and the stumbling upon of other unknown messes of secret Rapier technology, made the no-profit task extremely tedious.

With her resources vast Juna had no problem absorbing the liabilities; better to lose it in the venture than lose more in federal lawsuits. She said, “But there’s a lot of work to be done. Rose will be running it, giving her something to do.”

“That’s good,” said Casper. “I can’t think it good if she’s just sitting around waiting for some final conflict to occur between Jedi and Sith.”

“I agree.” As they strolled by what was considered a lake, she reached down, grabbed a rock, and skipped it across the murky water. “She’s sure we will be attacked by the Jedi again.”
“Then I better never return to Mesuera,” noted Casper.

Juna wiggled her mouth around her smile. She did not want this to be too light hearted. There were other matters to address. “Casper, about your home….I still really don’t know what to say.”
Casper came to a stop and his Saberhide legs below the knee began to impossibly itch again. He reached down to get a rock. His attempt at skipping it failed as he spoke. “It’s not your fault, so what is there to say.”
“I mean your family.”

He made himself grab another rock. He jumbled it in his right hand as the itchy feeling unnerved him. “It saddens me that they are gone. Yet such sadness does not last.” He tried to skip the rock, and failed again. “It does affect me. I didn’t see it happening. I saw none of it happening.” He looked at her and asked, “What does that mean? Does it mean I don’t care?”

“If you didn’t your legs wouldn’t be bothering you enough to affect your ability to skip a rock,” said Juna with a look of knowing. She called a stone to her hand with the Force, and skipped it beautifully across the surface. “The Dark Side is engulfing this universe. We both can feel how much so. I’m certain regular people can feel it too now: a chill that never goes way even under the Tatooine suns at high noon.”
Casper considered her words carefully. She was honestly the lone authority on the dark side any Jedi could rely on without having to fight first for the answers. He said, “So I didn’t see it because the dark side is too thick for me to see through?”
“Like these black waters here,” said Juna.

And indeed such water was black as it was murky with turned up soot. Hints of what lied underneath could only be seen on the surface. There were the plants from the water bottoms. There was the occasional pool wake created by the landing of a fly. The most minute of splashes occurred from unseen, larger predators going after the flies, and in mere seconds the black waters were still, unmoving, silent, and dead.

He said, “I wished Hidu Bog would have cracked. I know he knows something about the Sith. I just know it.”

“If he knows anything he fears it,” said Juna.

“Fears them,” corrected the Jedi, referring to the Sith.
“Indeed.”

Casper brushed his hands together. “If he would have talked, Branch’s death would be less painful.”

“I know,” said Juna mournfully. She patted his right shoulder. “I wish I could have met him.”

Casper just said, thinking about the Trade Federation’s enemies, and even their allies, “If no one kills him, maybe after a few years in prison Bog willl talk. Maybe he knows all about Lone Star’s end. Maybe he knows more about the Sith than the Sith themselves.”
“We are all wading into the unknown now,” said Juna reflectively as she gazed into the pool. She thought about how Hidu Bog could possibly shed some light in the darkness for he was the only link she had to Project Korriban; she could guess the others, but Bog was that sure, certain source.
Under every circumstance, Juna’s path to learn more lead to the Neimoidian. Nute Gunray wasn’t going to loosen his lips for anyone let alone a Nubian and a competitor in business anytime soon, but her own feeling was he had nothing to do with the venture. Bog kept it in his political circle of Edwaru Kurr, and by that fact they stayed tight to her parents. Kurr was dead; Bog could be the only source. The real question then became what would make him talk. There laid Juna’s ultimate problem in achieving any resolution over Project Korriban: she had nothing that could leverage him to talk.

Therefore, from his jailed position, Bog held Juna hostage over Project Korriban. What held her at bay did not prevent the other powers that were involved in the project from killing Bog. Perhaps because the charges against Bog on Corellia would do the deed for them; murder plots were far messier to cover up than any simple assassination. Perhaps killing him now would bring calls of conspiracy to light, and after such a turmoil in the elections created by Bly Coaxial there were people that wanted to take a breath. Too easily Bog’s death could be linked to Coaxial’s death, and in the storm that a conspiracy would create there would be a mess. Messes could either cover up the truth, or reveal it for all to see while it rested effortlessly on the top of the pile. Ergo, Juna had time; she just had to be patient, and feel when it was right to confront Bog to get the truth.

She continued. “Answers will not come cheap. Prices will be paid, immeasurable to our own perceptions. Even I did not see Lone Star’s end, just as I cannot see the Sith we are looking for; he may no longer be on Coruscant because of me. Nonetheless the Dark Side is betraying me as it blinds you; it no longer is letting me see things so passively like before.”

Juna looked at Casper and clarified, “For me, the answers will not come unless I want them to, unless I want to sink so deep below the surface of the black I can no longer see the light of the stars. I feel it does require me to do something I promised the Jedi Order not to do any longer. Perhaps even more so: at what price am I willing to pay in order to know the truth. The cost of knowing this time can be terrible. I no longer take those risks. I may be cursed, but I still have a blessing or two I can count.”
On cue, both Juna and Casper lifted their eyes from the waters and towards the other side of the lake. On that other side, barely seen in the fog as a shape, but felt by both, was Angelleia. She was running, as ordered by her Jedi Master, along a path he had directed her to feel out with the Force, and not to stop running until he made some indication to stop.
“Perhaps she is why we did not feel Lone Star’s end,” noted Juna. Casper turned to her. “Why worry about a family who lives safely so far away when you have family in turmoil here so close?”

“You may be right,” said Casper after a thought. “I left Lone Star all those years ago believing I would never see them again. I then attached myself to Angelleia.” He nodded to himself and said, “Yes, I can see why he kept me home.”

“He?”

Realizing he was talking about himself and Yoda, Casper just said, “I had reconciled my past, and my family, a long time ago. We all knew we would never see one another again. I don’t want to call it mourning, but they were in controlled remorse over my departure again. I don’t know what else to call my reaction, but I can’t help to think it was the same.”

“I’m sure it was,” assured Juna. “No one is judging you, and they have no right to judge you. We grieve in our own way.” She recalled how emotionally over the top she was with Angelleia a few months ago over Dizzy’s death. Casper was a Jedi: they had to measure their grieving period in milliseconds, and their views on death were what they were. Not every Jedi was like Enothchild who took just about anyone’s death hard.
Casper did sigh, as if to try and sigh his itchy legs away, “I can only hope they are in peace, wherever they are. Whatever happened there is nothing I can do now.” He sighed, looked into the gray fog, and said, “My Padawan is my concern now; she is my only concern.”

Casper’s legs stopped itching. 
There was a message there, one that assured him he was not doing wrong. The fate of his family had been determined long ago; he cannot change it; what was done was done.
Juna presented him with a rock. She said, “My Daughter is my only concern now. That is if you let me stay here.”
There was hesitation; rightly so and for a good many reasons. Casper indeed had enough to worry about with training Angelleia. Although he didn’t see a problem before when it was brought up in that communication a few weeks ago, he could see that Juna’s presence may have an affect on Angelleia’s re-training. He realized the other conundrum that was the secrets from Coy Madex he possessed about Juna: the one in regards to her Bendian Rapier not being her father. He had done his best to hide that fact from the Council and from everyone else: he had his doubts that the Council did not know about this, but the Council betrayed nothing about knowing what Qualeggoes had uncovered many years ago. It was hard to imagine to Casper Qualeggoes keeping something so important from the others. The other Sith Hunters showed no real signs of knowing this particular truth about Juna’s father, but they too could have been hoarding the truth. Or perhaps Jrimmer Dugal knew it because his Master was Madex’s one time student. 

It truly was difficult to say. In consideration, Casper expected that such a thing was not widely broadcasted because what did it really mean. To Qualeggoes he suspected Juna’s real father was a great threat: in the Caamasi’s thinking such a thing should have made Juna less than a threat, yet he exercised a Jedi passion upon her to kill her. Naressa’s secretive nature left no clue to the father; somehow Casper doubted Naressa was in some conspiracy with the Sith. If Qualeggoes was correct in his suspicions, then Naressa got pregnant with a Sith in order to blackmail Bendian into leaving the most powerful seat in the Senate? That made no sense: if a Sith conspiracy existed, and blackmail the power plant, it would have made better sense to keep Bendian in his chair. By making him Supreme Chancellor the Sith could extort Bendian through Naressa to do their bidding.
Therefore, based on such reasoning, Casper saw nothing more into the matter. Naressa had an affair that gave the galaxy Juna. Amoral, but last he checked the Jedi were not the enforcers of morality. It made no sense to Casper to ultimately question the point without Naressa there to explain herself. What good would it do, then, to tell Juna the truth? For now, the truth was trivial. Someday, perhaps, he would tell her what he knew.
Perhaps, Casper began to realize, his trepidation was due to the fact that he would be facing Juna with this secret so long as she remained. It had nothing to do with Angelleia and everything to do with the guilt of knowing and keeping it from a dear friend. It would be easier to keep such a secret if the reminder of it was no longer present. Yes, it would be, but Casper’s lips could not form the proper words that would send Juna away.

Consideration over, he took the stone in her outstretched hand. He said, “As long as you don’t interfere, you may stay.” Those were the only words that would come out. He had to meditate on why that was so.
As Juna smiled gratefully at that, Casper turned, measured things, and said to clear his mind, “Besides someone has to keep an eye on you Sith somehow. If you’re going to make it easy for me, I might as well take every advantage I can get.”
“I promise not to interfere,” said Juna. As he reared back to skip the stone she then said, “But I’ll take her side in any dispute.” Casper caught himself and gave her a look. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “She’s my Baby. Of course I’m going to side with her.”

When he noted her inherited chagrin, he tempered his smile and bemoaned, “Fantasic, I have a shock ball mom in my training camp.”

This time Casper executed his throw, and the stone skipped for quite a ways. The stone’s whole journey was not physically driven: on purpose he used the Force. To the common eye the manipulation could not be seen until it was clear the stone hovered over the water too long traveling between skipping impacts. It went clear across the lake after only fifteen skips….
….from the dark waters the stone skipped off another stone on the shore….

….from that stone, it then careened off a log and traveled upward….

….it went off the top of a tree limb….

….it skipped down and down from the elevated position towards the ground, through the fog, towards a repetitive noise of feet stomping through the tough earth of Dagobah….
....Angelleia suddenly stopped running, turned, and caught the stone in her hands.

Ever since she had learned Juna was alright, her Father-now Master, was making her go through a grindstone of training in order to retune her focus. Much she had already done but it was progressively harder: the new stuff the hardest. Casper had warned her about no simplicity, no favoritism, and no father-daughter relationship….at least not for a long time. She understood all of it: to become a Jedi, there were hard requirements.
Angelleia had not realized that her Mother had finally arrived; she had not felt her presence, nor had she heard the Millennium Falcon’s arrival. Along with the physical activity she was participating in a one-focus activity that required her to move strong and fast with short breaths to simulate action in a poor air volume environment – better known as Shallow Breath Calm. It was a tough physiological ordeal even for someone so strong like she was, but be it Jedi or Vhinphyc she needed air to breathe and to use the Force. She took the sign of sensing the stone, and catching it before it hit her head, a good sign; her other senses other than her nose had sensed the stone, and in that matter of a few seconds she projected the Force from within her to sense the danger, and finally used it to catch the stone. She doubted very much she could have done that before today.
Upon catching the stone, Angelleia felt who had thrown the stone, and who was responsible for given the stone to the stone thrower. She stopped panting when her asilimorphic ability told her this information long before her body chased away the telltale signs of fatigue. Her smile was last, but not least.
“Mama! She made it!” Clutching the stone hard in her hand, Angelleia began to run around the lake faster, taking a way that would lead her to Juna and Casper on the other side. She stumbled, she bumbled, she caught herself: she cared not for errors now. She felt with her Mother here her Jedi future was guaranteed.
In little time, like all things in the future, Angelleia disappeared into the thick fog. Like the future uncertain, but that was the future.

This was now. The true reunion of Mother, Father, and Daughter.
The wait for now was over.

THE END OF ACT III: NEXT TIME
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