CHAPTER 122
In the many months that had passed since his return to Coruscant Casper found he had an unhealthy amount of free time. With Knight status and special training in investigations and functioning legs he would have thought the Jedi Council would be giving him assignments; Yoda and the rest were handing them out to other Jedi as if clothing one week away from going out of style. He had thought to ask Plo Koon about his operational status, but after some thought Casper had decided that it was the Council’ Will and eventually, when the time was right, they would call upon him. In the meantime he did keep himself busy, mostly in the Jedi regard.
The meeting with Senator Bly Coaxial was as one dimensional as it could get, but until Casper had gone through such a thing he had really no idea how bad it was going to be. The man was not just a partisan but a devout believer in ruining a single life. It got to a point, sometime in the middle of that presentation of how bad the Rapier Clan was to the Republic Senate, and Casper quietly repeated the Jedi Code to himself in his mind to keep himself from telling Coaxial off, if not do what Ros Ofcheck had done to the smarting off Republic Intelligence snoop they helped off of Hapes. The Jedi Order had gotten quite a few black eyes over their inability to help during the Shut Down crisis; giving a black eye to a senator wasn’t going to help. 

By the time the meeting was over with Senator Coaxial Casper did reaffirm his vow in private to clear Naressa Rapier. With the free time given to him he did use some of it to go over everything he and Ros and so many others had collected, recorded, documented, speculated, and proved. He meditated over the evidence and clues -- Branch Lur, now alone in the Jedi Temple after his wife and child had just left him, considered such things as vigils of absurdity.
Casper and Branch had become good friends, and Branch needed friends because he was systematically alone. Branch had found his circumstance and Casper’s lack of work to be common, so he never really cared that Casper often brought the case files with him on visits. It was just that Branch gave up a month after his family had finally left him for good, which lead to his point about the absurd. It did not help that with such focus on the case both investigators discovered only new ways to hang the innocent woman; little indiscretions that piece by piece assembled Naressa as the only entity in the entire universe capable of the crimes. Again, her false confession was just too perfect to be true, and so it was considered the truth. But like the Learner he once was Casper, unlike Branch Lur, did not give up. Eventually Branch moved out of the Jedi Temple to an apartment and had begun exploring the possibility of gaining employment in law enforcement on Coruscant.
Whenever the drive to prove Naressa was innocent did not consume him Casper did leave the Jedi Temple, and like quite a few Jedi before him against better judgment he found danger and problems to solve. Coruscant from its most civilized level on down had has much adventure and excitement as anything else in the galaxy; Casper found looking for such trouble actually cleared his head, helped him think. He heard a few whispers of disagreement from his peers, mainly from those old enough to remember Nadja Moranna and her ‘seek and annoy’ years on Coruscant. Since Enothchild and Ros and Juna, Casper had a newly discovered respect for Nadja for she had greatly influenced his direct peers, mentors, and friends. Still, he was no where close to her ‘bad behavior’ or proliferation of problem solving success, so he did not quite see where he was the same as her.
Another riddle Casper obsessed over when he had the time was the uncomfortable disappearance of Alluetia Hailstorm; uncomfortable because it appeared only he alone was worried. It was one of those matters he had failed to probe the Council about; instead he just went about the outside channels and tried to formulate what she was doing, or had been doing. The Dock Master at the Jedi Temple had kept no records of the Hailstorm’s Hauler before and had not started since the last Casper had seen her; he would had thought for the sake of her safety as Master Yoda’s Tidings Runner the Grand Jedi Master would have kept a log of her comings and departures, but alas no. The standard flight controller complements had no records regarding Alluetia’s ship, and customs did not have her in their files if for whatever reason she took another ship back to Coruscant. What few deep undercover Knights that remained in the Jedi Order that returned to the Temple Casper tracked down and asked questions; there were no answers to be found there. He went so far as to go to the very place Alluetia was supposed to get her tattoo removed. She had the tattoo removed around the same time the Jedi Council was considering his request to see Lars Breck. After that, Alluetia Hailstorm and her ship just….vanished. Before he had done much Casper had asked Plo Koon, on one of the few occasions he had the chance to ask anything of his friend because of his time being taken up, what Alluetia was doing for the Order.
“She doesn’t do anything for the Order,” stressed Plo carefully, “she does things for Master Yoda. I wish I knew what they were too, but like I said that’s how we work sometimes.”

The months would pass and much did not change. Per usual when bored Casper went for his customary walk knowing that sometime during the bright, spring day someone from Rapier Technologies was going to visit him at the Temple to run a diagnostic series on his legs. The monthly visits began the very next day after his sit down with Plo. Like timely updates to basic operating software the technician would appear on the date of the next checkup on time; they always waited for him to return if he was out, and the people were constantly professional. As part of a check to ensure the legs were working properly they encouraged him to walk a considerable distance prior to inspection. On this day curiosity lead him to Poet’s Center.

The last time he had visited the area well over two years ago Casper had stumbled upon a store that had catered to who he had thought to be Sith worshippers who had called themselves E’oqerst. Since then, after some study with Xulm while recovering from his leg injuries on Naboo after Nal Hutta, he had learned that the E’oqerst was a religion of the ancient Sith, based on it’s rough Basic translation, the Nature. The people did not worship the Sith, they had actually worshipped themselves, or rather their natural being according to Xulm; though it seemed like a theology of selfishness, it was more about accepting who one was. That was what set the E’oqerst apart from other religions; there were no set core rules and values that followers were supposed to obey with little or no question. Of course such non-descript beliefs just made the dark people that had lived around Poet’s Center appearing more Sithian than they actually tried. Still, when Casper had discovered them, confronted them, they were deeply terrified; having fought a real Sith, the E’oqerst were not even close to threatening.
The store, The Dark Side Garments Boutique, was the first place Casper stopped to look at and found it closed; not just closed but out of business; the storefront had holosigns offering comlink frequencies to people interested in buying or leasing the space. Having revealed the store, Casper had alerted Coruscant’s commerce command because the store did not have a permit to operate. Rousch, the alien owner, designed clothing and wears of all types to his fellow E’oqerst to work, play, worship, and make love in. He had supplied Ros and Casper the information that had eventually connected Naressa Rapier to fedarok leather to the murders she had not committed. But at that time Casper was so determined to put Naressa away and curse anything related to the dark side in any way; including for a short period of time the E’oqerst. He had realized he had made a mistake with Rousch and had apologized, but to see the store closed now only made Casper feel guilty. This lead him to wonder around the residential districts he remembered the workers of the store had lived and found, to both his surprise and dismay, several small apartment buildings and three whole side streets of housing absolutely empty. Casper questioned a few people and found that Rousch and the rest of the E’oqerst had left Coruscant just after the store was closed, and they had left no forwarding address.
The walk back to the Jedi Temple gave Casper too much time to gloat over his failure to understand. The E’oqerst and Naressa represented that failure, and ironically they shared the shame fate; connected not because of evidence but because of the fear of persecution. Rousch and his fellow ‘Naturalists’ did not choose to run away, the choice was made for them because of an overzealous Padawan Learner. The galaxy was against Naressa, but it took that same Padawan Learner to give the galaxy the reason it needed to sustain a hunt. Both could not dare to really reveal themselves beforehand; the reasons were revealed when that Padawan Learner revealed them. Looking back Casper could see how Naressa had lived her life just like an E’oqerst, and neither she or Rousch or any of them really deserved condemnation. They had not hurt anyone; they had never planned to.
Just past noon Casper returned to the Temple to find, waiting at the courtesy counter in the lobby, was a young woman in the absolutely crisped and pressed coveralls of a Rapier Technologies service technician. In her hands was a very large data pad and at her feet was a stow gear box. He didn’t recognize her, but she smiled as soon as she saw him, not even asking the Jedi receptionist at the counter if he was the man she was looking for.
“Mister Knightshade,” she began, “Jaleen Crisgel, your service tech, here for the last monthly checkup.”

“Miss Crisgel,” said Casper with a small smile. “Last checkup?” He escorted her away from the counter and towards a quiet area in the lobby. He didn’t need to do this in his room nor did he really need privacy. All he had to do was remove his boots.
“Yes; after this we will check on you in five years, then ten, then fifteen, and so on,” she said to clarify. “Not every five years mind you. That’s five years from now, and then ten years after that five…”
“I see,” he assured her.

“Unless something happens to your legs in the meantime, or something absolutely new comes down the line, or if you have concerns which you may contact us right away. That is our commitment to you, a valued customer,” said Crisgel with a smile.
Casper smiled again just after he sat down, just because he knew she meant every word; it wasn’t some half-hearted promise to a consumer. Through the tough times that Rapier Technologies was going through it never seemed to put a dent in their workers, though there were layoffs and firings. It helped the tech did believe in the commitment, and more importantly in herself; whatever the Rapiers had done to the people they hired Casper wondered if it could work on some other people in the Republic, like in the Senate, or even the Jedi Order.

“If you would, remove your boots please?” She stared at her data pad as Casper did as she asked. Once done, she said, “Forgive me.”

“Of course,” he said in understanding. Crisgel pushed a button and the sleek, black Saberhide legs went dead on him. The toes and feet and the shapes of his lower legs went from Human-like and exact copies of his old, natural legs to blocky, android-like fixtures. The toenails began square lids and she popped them open with a keystroke command. The fronts of both shins opened to reveal the constant liquid components that motivated and powered the legs, including the processors and storage capacitor responsible for leg operations.
“This should only take five minutes,” Crisgel assured him. She looked over the readouts on her data pad, linked to his legs via a wireless stream. “You went on your walk today before examination, that’s good. Yes. Hmmmm. Okay, did you have a problem with a landing on feet three months ago?”
It still got Casper that his legs recorded every movement he made, knowing that storage capacity for anything was finite. “I was in a small fight then. When I landed I thought I twisted my ankle.”

She shared the same smirk he did on that. “The gyroscopic subroutine conflicted with your internal accessible storage database.” In layman’s terms Casper’s brain had recalled a time he had twisted his ankle doing the same landing motion and the feedback system in the legs replicated it. “A focused mind helps, but I’ll add a runtime line to prevent a reoccurrence in the future.” She keyed a few things and nodded. “Okay, that’s done….Oh, before I move on, would you like to know about new downloads? We have a minor foot-problem software package that you can control. It features blisters, bunions, and toenail growth.”
Chagrining, Casper said, “What, no athlete’s foot?”

But she offered back seriously, “Not this time around. Code keeps eroding. Maybe in six months when they figure it out, so are you interested?”
“No thank you,” said Casper, thinking it was all ready weird enough to have artificial legs that were too close, save for color, to his real legs.
She continued on and then sighed when the big toe on Casper’s left foot quivered once every thirty seconds. Crisgel said, “That’s not good. You’re having a sub-reactionary response in the neuro-relays. It’s not bad now, but if I let this go it’ll worsen and your foot will begin tripping you.”
Crisgel pulled out a small tool and went to work on the toe after lifting the faux fingernail. She then said, “I’m going to run a lap program that might energize your neuro-relay between product and your natural never endings. You might feel something; mild discomfort is possible.”

“Very well,” said Casper with a nod. He watched her run the program, and for a brief second he felt a sharp poke-like feeling in the big toe. He jumped and quickly assured her, “It’s all right. Please proceed.”

“Actually I just need you to flex your big toe only. Then I can tell if my adjustments took. Okay, just flex it.” Crisgel eyed her data pad as Casper did it.
Something strange occurred to Casper…

“Okay, again?” she asked nicely. Again he did, and again he had a peculiar thought….
“One more time please?” Casper followed her instruction and again he had an idea that at first made no sense…. 
Crisgel smiled and said, “Excellent. We’re all done here!” She began the restart sequence and Casper felt his artificial legs again. He flexed his toes, in particular his left big toe, and strangely the idea he had emerged in his conscious every time, though with every repetition the thought faded.
“Excellent!” she repeated happily after reading the information. She printed out a small results sheet and attached it to a call number card. She handed both to Casper and said, “Stand please, and yes everything’s working. Here’s your information, and please if there is any problems or if you have questions, do not hesitate to call us.”
“Thank you,” said Casper and gave her a small bow; Crisgel blushed and left. No sooner than she left he did wonder why he hadn’t asked what had happened. As he pulled on his boots, the idea had long stopped echoing in his head, but he didn’t forget it. Without anything else to do, Casper left the Jedi Temple and proceeded to the highly expensive and very private Urtangs District via an air taxi.
Once deep in the recesses of high streets too clean to get dirty Casper ordered the air taxi to cease. He got out, paid his fare, and proceeded to walk the rest of the way to his destination. As he did he noticed the beings in this district, some of the most wealthiest and most private of entities, eyeing him with contempt. Their reasons were obvious -- an outsider, so unkempt looking for their values, and a Jedi no less. He ignored them as he focused on the Idea he had about coming here; to be more precise, he head for Vue Leagles, a very high class open air eatery.
Entering, the head usher said very dryly, “Reservation.”

Casper made a face only because…well, he just knew he had to come here, but he had no reservation. The usher’s face grew uglier. He said, “I…don’t have a reservation.” The usher really twisted his face upon hearing Casper’s slight twang and drawl that was vindictive of his home world. “I just….know I have to be here, right now.”

The Human male raised an eyebrow and mewed, “RRRRiiiiiiigggghhhhtttttt.” He looked more prepared to shoot Casper with a carbine rifle than chase him away.
“I’m meeting someone, I believe,” said Casper with some dawning realization. “They have the reservation.”
“Name.” The man doubted him greatly.

He didn’t give it another thought. “Juna Rapier.”

The usher stopped looking at the list. His face changed to one of such fake happiness Casper wonder when someone was going to run out, point at the man, and yell bullshit. “Of course, you may come in. She is at table eleven, the private southern outlook terrace. I can show you.”
“That’s quite all right I can find it, thank you.” Casper thought the man was going to pass out because he became so pale and sweaty -- whether it had to do with Juna’s name being dropped or Casper entering the clean, white place with his cleanest Jedi best was unknown. The place did make Casper actually feel dirty; in fact it was too damn clean even for Coruscant. There were more tables and space than people, but Casper had the feeling that was the point given the restaurant’s private location. The prices alone should have been enough to scare away the upper middle class let alone trash journalists that loved to snoop.
The southern terrace, obviously, faced the south and from that side of the eatery Casper could just see the top of the Jedi Temple in the far distance. With it elevated after a series of stairs and the surface was completely transparent anyone could see directly below them and observe the artificial canyon of skyscrapers below. What wasn’t seen was the energized privacy field generators that prevented people from the outside looking in, no matter how close or far away they were. There on the main floor was a woman covered in the latest, conservative fashion trend; in dress robes of green and white, seemingly all of it starting from the large brim hat; she was looking towards the Jedi Temple. By the table was a hover buggy; what every parent needed to transport a baby over a long distance.
Casper said, “I got your message.” To no surprise Juna revealed herself with just a simple head turn, baring a smile. He realized she was holding a baby -- her baby he corrected himself -- and could not help to really smile.
Without another real thought the two came together and Casper was careful to give her a hug with Bella between them. He stepped back and clarified, “Very clever to have it a neuro-net testing code.”
Juna rolled her eyes and said, “It’s not that clever. The electrical conversion between artificial and biochemical message impulses in the neuro-relays is basically operating under the same frequency.”
“Subliminal messaging never sounded so complex yet humble,” joked Casper. In short that was what it was: a simple message encoded and carried through Casper’s neurons. Being that the limbs had to act and react in order to function properly it meant it had to interact with the owner’s mind as if they were real legs.
Juna chuckled along, but then quietly asked, “Did it…eh, fade away? It was supposed to after a few toe-flexing routines.”

“The message? Yes.”

Juna let out a sigh of relief. “If it hadn’t, the code would be in full loop. You would be hearing it all day and night, whenever you walked.”

“Hmmm, if I keep coming back to this place, then we’ll know for certain it hadn’t gone.” He smiled. “Did the tech know?”

“Oh no, I had to slip that in, I didn’t want her to know. I really don’t want anyone to know I’m here.” Juna eyed Bella and bounced her a little. She then introduced, “This is Bella. You want to hold her?”
“An honor,” said Casper immediately, and very carefully took Bella into his arms, cradling the baby. The little girl stared at him with an open mouth, appearing to be an awe of him. In return Casper was more an awe, for it was for any Jedi; new life in the Force was so important and so precious. They were taught at a very young age never to envy those who brought life into the realm of the living; they were to appreciate such a life, just as much as they appreciated their very own.

“I see you have some experience with babies,” mused Juna.

“I held a few of my nieces and nephews,” clarified Casper, recalling his return to Lone Star. “But although with practice, in a way, you never get use to holding something so delicate.”

Juna chuckled a bit, sighed, and said, “Well that’s the modest opinion of a non-parent holding another’s child. You think I stayed so slim twirling a lightsaber?” She gestured at her slim self, and then towards her Gessa. “She’s part of a progressive weight training program.”

Casper laughed at that and shook his head. Juna just continued. “I’m serious, she puts on a gram a day and after picking her up, lowering her down, and shifting and walking with her it for twenty hours a day you feel it. I rather be strapped in hard in a snub fighter in a constant nose up three gee loop. But don’t get me wrong-.”

“I know.”

“-I still wouldn’t trade her in for that loop.”

“She likes me,” observed Casper, guessing more than knowing.
“My Gessa does like you,” said Juna with her inherited smirk. He realized when he looked at her again that though normal to him and as beautiful as ever she was more careworn through the eyes; more so than the many mothers he had seen in his life.
Casper carefully handed Bella back over to Juna, and then gripped her shoulders firmly. He said, “Her father would have been so grateful to have her, and he would have been proud of you for taking such good care of her.”
Juna smiled weakly at that. “I appreciate those words.” She lead the way to the table and placed Bella in the hover buggy. She sat herself down before Casper could pull the chair out for her. He took a seat, to where he was on the opposite side of the buggy. “It’s nice to hear it from another voice.”
On that point Casper asked, “How is Dizzy and Muriel?”

“They’re good, and so is their son Diggory.” Juna measured Casper’s happy smile at the news. “They’re living at the Manor, doing fine. They have a beautiful Human-like son. They’re all ready spoiling him. He couldn’t have better parents.”

She then went on. “I did adopt Rose as my Ward.”

“I read about that,” said Casper with a nod. “So no parents?”

“None, I’ve exhausted everything,” she stressed. “This is for the best for her, though. She’s….not quite normal. Muriel and I have been working with her everyday to make her more independent, less slavish, but she regresses two days for ever one day of progress.”
In understanding he nodded, and then suggested, “Perhaps the Council can help her.”

Juna shook her head immediately. “What had happened to her is far beyond the abilities of the Jedi Council, I can assure you.”

“I humbly disagree not just out of bias,” said Casper. He decided to connect some points together. “You’re a mother, and worse the whole galaxy has been working against you night and day while you have struggled to keep your family business alive. It’s very easy to be overwhelmed, or at least be put into a position where you can’t consider matters more clearly. Even a Jedi can have such a problem.”
Juna smiled just a little and said with appreciation, “Thank you for saying I’m normal.” She shook her head slightly. “Rose will be fine. She’s not a lost cause.” She noted Casper’s look when she had said that. “Just as my mother.”
On that note of subject, Casper cleared his throat and said, “I don’t know…if you know about this but after I returned here a cold case file from Corellia-.”

Juna held up her hands and gave a very slow nod. “I saw the file.” She settled back and shook her head. “I didn’t know Faradi had been stopped by my Grandfather, but the moment I read the file I just knew how it all went down.”

“But it never existed before the Shut Down,” added Casper.

“And I never knew before,” continued Juna to confirm what he had long ago expected. “My Grandfather did have his reasons.”

“You don’t need to explain,” responded Casper quickly. He reached and scratched his right knee, just above where flesh ended and Saberhide began. It was his way of reminding her that Faradi was more than a handful for them; a man like Juna’s grandfather was the very definition of lucky; having had survived the reality of Darth Rune. 

“It…does make it difficult to explain,” began Casper, “how someone that had died fifty years ago was alive enough to cause so much woe.”
Juna sighed with a chuckle and said sarcastically, “It leaves it all the realm of the impossible. It makes it very futile even trying to explain it. For that it dooms Mama.”
“I haven’t given up,” said Casper firmly. “I won’t. There is a way to save her and I will find it.”
“Then that is the road you choose. It’s a very pale road to travel, Casper. You should consider your options, and alternatives.”
Although she was Naressa’s daughter, and she was telling him it was alright to give up, Casper sat up with resolution and said, “You know you should have just came to me at the Temple. I could have showed you a lot of things that would change your mind.”

On cue Juna looked towards the Jedi Temple in the distance. She could sense the power of it, and the life forms inside. It was such a great power of light that should have been no threat to her as she was, currently, no threat to the Jedi. There laid a fear in her heart; a fear she could never confront again. That fear was short, green, over nine hundred years old and at one time taught the very man sitting next to her Gessa. There was a need to twiddle with the wedding rings; she pulled out her necklace and played with her and Enothchild’s wedding bands in thought.
“There is nothing there for me at the Jedi Temple,” she said contemplatively. “There is no reason to be there.”
Casper regarded her carefully, observed her.

She smiled and said, “I’m weaker than I was but I can still feel any eyes of entrapment a light year away.” Juna looked at him. “I may have been saved from darkness and not returned to it, I still possess that which makes me who I really am.”
“A Nubian?” questioned Casper.

Juna relaxed and said plainly, “I am a Sith, Casper, that is what I am. Not just in name, or in dark spirit. I am that which many should fear if they knew.” She gestured her head towards the Jedi Temple. “They know. The Council. I don’t wish to give them any reason to come after me. I don’t ever want to fight that war.”

“That’s good, because I know that. They know that.” Casper stayed the course. “They won’t harm you, Juna. And I’m very certain….I know Master Yoda would welcome you.”
To this Juna just shook her head and said, “You don’t know, and I do not want to find out. There is” she smiled when she stopped talking and then continued in a less sober mood. “There is a way.”
Confused Casper shook his head a little. “I’m sorry.”

“There is a way,” she began again, “to ensure no hard feelings, to secure both sides, and to lead us all down better paths in our collected lives. All it takes is one, simple sacrifice, and it will mean so much to us all.”
Casper didn’t quite like where it was going even though he didn’t quite get her. He held up a hand and said, “Sacrifice? There’s no need for such a thing. Don’t use that word lightly, not here, not now.”
“I don’t use it lightly,” said Juna. She placed a hand on the hover buggy’s umbrella cover that shielded Bella’s head from unwanted sunlight. “Not when it involves my precious Gessa.”
It took another moment for Casper to digest it, and then he understood what Juna was doing. As a Jedi, even as himself, he should have been filled with joy, that Juna was going to do was supposed to be good. 
Instead he sputtered out, “Wha-no. No.” He went through a series of thoughts that contradicted themselves, even made him wonder why he was against this. He still was, place a gentle hand on Juna’s left hand on the table. “No, you don’t need to do this.”
“I do,” she said calmly, though there was a level of hurt in her voice that wasn’t missed. “I’m submitting my child to the Jedi Order. I want her to become a Jedi.”
Just because she had said it didn’t make anything easier in Casper’s mind. He couldn’t believe how quick everything came to this. It occurred to him that Juna wasn’t just afraid of the Order; she was trying to run away from this decision as fast as she could. Still, he couldn’t believe his position; again, he began to do everything to dissuade her.

“Juna, you know this life will be very difficult,” he said, skipping the idea entirely of just saying it would be a hard life. Juna knew how hard it was to be a Jedi; patronizing her would help nothing. “I feel this is not young Bella’s way, and it shouldn’t be.”
Juna tilted her head and asked pointedly, “Why?”

“Good question.” Casper then realized he had said his private thought, even though it was mumbled. Sighing, he looked into Juna’s brown eyes -- he was glad they were brown and not that terrible glowing yellow -- and began to do his best to explain his point. “What I know….of your relationship with your mother, a child could not ask for a better one. She would move the heavens for you and chase the stars out of the sky if they frightened you. You can pass this love onto Bella.”
“I’m afraid to,” admitted Juna for the first time. It was a nameless fear, love, one that she never revealed really to Dizzy and Muriel. “I can show her so many ways, but like me she will be cursed by her heritage.”

Casper shook his head vehemently. The waiter was going to come up to them but suddenly, under Juna’s gaze, he changed his mind and walked away. That momentary break let Casper gain some words to use. “You have confronted your demons that had darkened you. You’ve faced them, and you’ve defeated them. Lesser would have died. You can’t be afraid of them anymore, and you can’t be afraid of yourself.”
“I wish I could agree with you on all of it.” Juna shook her head. “But I needed so much help, and I relied so heavily on Enothchild to rescue me. I couldn’t find salvation on my own.”
“People do need help sometimes,” assured Casper.

“But I’m not like other people, and I will never be like them. During my darkest hours I failed on my own to save myself. Others would come and lift me from my defeats.”
Casper offered, “That is what good friends do.”

To that Juna retorted, “At the expense of their lives?” She leaned in and spoke in a whisper, as if she didn’t want Bella to hear. Even then, Juna had a bad feeling Bella all ready knew. “To save me from evil Enothchild, my friend, my mentor, my Husband, and the father of my only child, let me kill him. Such an act of selfless good has been tainted by my selfishness, by my unquestioning love for my Gessa.”
Juna sat higher and said, “That love has consumed me. It has to the point of obsession. It darkens me, and it will darken Bella.”

“T-That’s not obsession,” stressed Casper. “That’s being a mother who’s deeply in love with the child she bore.”

“I don’t think what I am doing is not wrong; it’s to prevent wrong. It’s….correcting a problem before it happens. Rune resides in Bella just as much as I do.” She reached over and caressed Bella’s head affectionately. “I know me and I know of all that I have done to learn what my Mother did not want me to. I can’t show her the way, for all I know is black. That would be a terrible crime, worse than anything my Mother had ever done to me.”
Running his hands through his hair, Casper implored, “I don’t feel this is right.” He mumbled his thought aloud again, “Why am I saying that but don’t believe it?”

Juna reached out for his hands and collected them in her hands. She got his attention when she asked, “Do you think your parents were wrong to give you to Yoda?”
That was quite a bit of reflection for Casper to accept let alone expect. He never had expected the conversation to include him so directly. For so many years he had known the answer. He could recite it, except this time he could not remember the answer and he could not say it.
“That,” said Juna suddenly, “was low of me. I’m sorry.”
That was why he couldn’t answer right away. Casper, however, closed his eyes and shook his head. “No.”

When he felt Juna expected more he said, “No, that was not low of you. Don’t apologize.” Casper looked to Bella in the hover buggy. “Months ago I would have never questioned the decision. That was wrong of me.”

Casper looked back at Juna. “I should have. But all I ever wanted to be was a Jedi, and let my Grandfather and his dark vision be damned! I….should have had doubts.” He then corrected, “I….really did have doubts, just….they weren’t open. The more doubts I had, the more Jedi-like I had become.

“There is a danger in that, being Jedi-like as opposed to being a real Jedi. Each pertains their own responsibilities which those involved can’t neglect. The truth is being Jedi-like is not being a Jedi at all. One must be a Jedi if the Force is truly with them and can use it for a greater purpose than themselves. I can only hope those people not of the Order can be Jedi-like in life.”
Smiling small, Juna said, “I can’t be a Jedi. I can’t even be Jedi-like, not when it has to take a personal matter to make me act in heroic ways.” She caressed Bella’s head again. “So, in that explanation along with yours, you can see she can only benefit from a Jedi Master, not a Jedi Master-like.” She crossed her eyes on her mashed up wording.
Casper understood and implored again, “I understand, I do really, but….” He sighed wearily and continued, feeling a heavy burden he never expected to feel. “I’m….not the right Jedi to talk to about this. I went home…and I saw what was left for me to love if I chose the life. I made a hard choice then. I do regret it some times, more than I should be to be honest.”

“You didn’t really answer my question,” said Juna. “Was your parents wrong to give you up?”
Shaking his head Casper said, “No.”

“Because you know from your experience what it’s like to have just darkness waiting for you.” Juna looked him somberly in the eye. “You didn’t know when you were a baby. You didn’t have the where and know how to make such a decision.”
Irritably, Casper said, “I know that.”

“You had your parents make the decision, as they should, for you.”

“I know.” And he realized he had just agreed with her.

Before he could speak again Juna continued. “Your mother and father did not want you to live their life. By your own accounts, and Alluetia’s, they didn’t want you to live the life your grandfather believed that you should live. Your father was a war hero, a serviceman who sacrificed much to be a sinner that protects innocent saints that could not fight back. Your father needed you to be a hero, Casper.” She waved her hands around. “Either way, being raised in such an environment would have wasted so much of your potential to do great things.
“Mama really didn’t want me to live her life either, this life that I’m living now. Though her methods of preventing the inevitable were rather icy, I understand why she did it. She didn’t want me to learn about the Force. She believed the life of politics was the easiest of wars to fight. I could do all the things she wanted me to do because, in the end, it wasn’t her life.”
“She said she was wrong in that,” said Casper, remembering Naressa talking about that after she had escaped Dantooine and returned to Naboo briefly during the Shut Down.
“She said that because she never considered the likes of Jurivicious Pern and Magus Prophet,” Juna said retrospectively. “Rune was someone I had to confront and eventually control. She was….well, my inner demon. If not for Pern and Prophet it was more than likely I would have had Rune under control. But to have those unwanted, outside influences interfere in what was to be an isolated space it corrupted my Mama’s greatest work.”

“She said she would have done things differently,” assured Casper.

Juna chuckled and said, “Seers of the future we may be, Casper, but how’s it we always rely on hindsight after failure?”

“Because we can’t see it all,” said Casper, and he went a little pink. He just agreed with her again.

“Precisely,” said Juna in small victory. “But right now I have a pretty good idea what the future holds for my Gessa if she’s to remain with me. She needs protection that I can’t offer her.”

Frustration stirred Casper to pull away and walk from the table momentarily. He tried a different tact. “Vhinphyc children need parents.”

Juna flashed her inherited smirk at him when he turned around. “Enothchild only needed Anka-Dee Sura, with little help from male others. He turned out just fine.” She viewed him favorably in her eyes. “I’m sure Bella would do just fine under your care.”

“My care!” Casper didn’t realize he was shaking his head so badly until the tried to sit down; he couldn’t find his chair, he was so dizzy. “No. No. No, I-I’m not-.”

“You just demonstrated the ability to do so,” assured Juna. “Instead of being the typical Jedi and accept Bella, you have at least tried to reason with me in not giving her up outright. That’s more compassion than a Jedi is supposed to have.”
“I’m not a father,” stressed Casper. “I don’t know the first thing about raising a child.”
“You know more than you let on.” Juna looked over to Bella and smiled. “Parenting is all about passing your life experiences you chose to share. That’s all parenting is.”

“I-I was….raised under the Jedi Code.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

Sputtering, Casper grabbed Juna’s hands and said, “Juna, I can’t see myself accepting this responsibility.”

Her smile, meant to assure him, only unsettled him. She then said, “Enothchild could. That’s good enough for me.” Casper really didn’t know what to say to that -- what could he say? 
Juna continued on. “This…is more Enothchild’s idea than it is mine. The night I feared the worst was the night he told me himself that there was another way. I then spent hours on end trying to find another solution, but only Enothchild’s wisdom made the most sense.”
Casper felt something and momentarily turned around to look behind him. Nothing was there, but when he turned back to Juna he noticed she was looking above him, and behind him. There were small tears forming in Juna’s eyes and her smile grew wider. She fiddled with the wedding rings on her necklace.
“He approves of you,” she said dreamily. Casper turned around again and still saw no one there. Still yet, there was…..something….

“He knows you are able to do this,” continued Juna, drawing Casper’s attention back to her. She held the rings in her left hand as she looked at him. “He wouldn’t trust anyone else in the Order to do it. Bella does need a parent, not a horde of guides. You will do, my friend. I have come to trust my Husband’s judgment, in this life, and in the next one. To protect our precious Gessa from the curses that will be on her, he feels and I do as well that this is for the best.”
It bewildered him, Casper Knightshade, to hear that even in death Enothchild Sarch approved of him for this great task. He was still very speechless as Juna stood up and in mere moments was busy giving Bella a very long hug. He sat there and could say nothing. He should have been bothered by this, but in the end he could not lie anymore.
In the meantime Juna strolled clockwise, slowly, around the table. She whispered to Bella the entire time, “I must leave you, my Gessa. I leave you here, but you will never leave me. You will know I will be thinking of you always. You’ll feel it, and like this moment you’ll never understand why. You will know, in the end, that this was done because I love you so, so much. And like so many of us before you, I only want what’s best for you.”

Juna reached Casper’s other side after completing the orbit around the table. Teary, she planted a very long kiss on little Bella’s smooth forehead. She mumbled with her lips pressed against the skin, “You may forget me, but I’ll never, ever forget you my Gessa.”

As she slowly handed Bella down to Casper he found himself reaching up to take Bella into his arms. There was some reluctance there, but he really didn’t know what to say or do. Bella could do so much, as her parents had done. The galaxy would be amiss if the child was denied what amounted to a birth right. The child of Enothchild Sarch and Juna Rapier was a Force send. It still did not make this any easier.
Cradling Bella close to him, Casper struggled to say, “I’ll…do my best to raise her. The Council…may object.”
Nodding, Juna said, “I know the Council. Like it or not, I’ll have to accept the conditions they impose on her. They will take her, and they will approve of you taking care of her.” She sniffled and whispered, “This is difficult….”

“You can change your…” Casper thought he had an opening until Juna quietly put her right hand, her fingers, to his mouth to silence him, and then she slowly, and very painfully, shook her head. With her hand away, he said honestly to her, “This is breaking me. I don’t ever want to hurt anyone. Not like this. Never like this.”
To that Juna crouched down, ignoring whatever damage was being done on her very expensive dress, and said close to Casper’s face, “I know.”
He felt no reassurance from her statement. Before Casper could just shove little Bella back into Juna arms and tell her off, the Sith Maiden stretched her face towards his face and kissed him firmly on the lips. The surprise of the move on her part slowly wore off in his consciousness, and he thought nothing more of the kiss. It was just a kiss, one that did not compromise his Jedi principals. It lasted, it lingered, but it meant very little in terms of passion and lust. It did mean something, however; something more than he figured it to be. He thought nothing more of it. In fact he didn’t think at all….

“Sir?”

The stiffness reached Casper first….
“Sir!”

Before the voice of the waiter had filtered into his consciousness, causing him to blink as if he hadn’t moved and blinked for quite a while. He looked up and saw a young man ask again, “Sir, are you all right? You’ve been here quite a while with your child.”
Casper looked down and in his very tired arms rested a sleeping Bella Rapier. Trying to comprehend what had happened he took in his surroundings, and night had fallen on Coruscant. The lights of the world were just beginning to blind him.

“We’ve tried to talk to you before,” started the waiter, “but….we were afraid to break your Jedi trance.” Clearly the wait staff was ignorant on how the Jedi meditated, or for that matter when it came to having children. “However we need this table now, and….well….”
Casper held up a hand to silence the man, stood up, and with some silent gratitude he put Bella in the hover buggy that had been left behind. His thoughts began to organize in his mind, and when he tapped the Force his focus and intuition became clear. He turned to the waiter and said, “I’ve been here for a few hours.”
“Four to be exact,” corrected the waiter.

“And….there was a woman. When did she leave?”

The waiter eyed him oddly. “Woman, sir?”

“Miss Rapier,” insisted Casper. “She reserved this table.”
The waiter blinked quickly in confusion. “Sir….we had an opening at this table. I recall you coming in with the baby….and since it was early we had no problem accommodating you.”

It took a few moments but then Casper began to understand; he licked his lips, remembering the kiss, furthering his understanding. Whether it was an inherited skill or not, Juna had put him in a trance with her kiss; a very good, very un-Jedi like trick. Then she had apparently gone around and erased the memories of the people in the eatery -- he was willing to bet not just the help either, and he knew the waiter was not lying to cover up for her. He even believed she went to the front desk and had erased the reservations in her name. It had happened as it had happened, or rather how Juna wanted it to be: just a coincidence Casper had a child in his arms all the sudden.
“Sir, the table-,”
“I know, thank you.” Casper went to the rear of the hover buggy, checked Bella first, and then pushed it. He went towards the exit and upon leaving he did an eyeball inspection of the light vehicle. It was stocked with the beginners’ essentials for taking care of any baby. There was a data pad, which as he pushed Bella he quickly viewed it. The information was all about Bella biologically, and it included a how-to manual to Vhinphyckian child rearing which Juna had apparently remembered from Enothchild’s SON disk.

Putting the data pad away, Casper mused, “Had it all thought out, right down to the kiss.” The delay in time, obviously, was to prevent….pursuit? Having Bella suddenly fuss and beg and change her mind completely, or his mind absolutely? He thought meditating over it should have been trivial, but another part of him said it was necessary. He would find time, once he settled the situation with the Jedi Council.
That left Casper with a great burden: what was he going to tell the Jedi Council? They were going to have to see Bella. They were going to ask questions. It was left to him to reveal what amounted to an unbelievable truth, especially since he had know the little secret sleeping peacefully in the hover buggy for quite some time; it did not take a physics degree to realize that the baby Vhinphyc was born five months ago, around nine months after her father, who’s DNA was on record at the Temple, had died, who’s mother’s DNA was also on record too. In the perfect universe Bella was not supposed to be.
And with such a revelation, should they accept Bella, Casper had to wonder if the Council would let him raise her as Juna wished. Anka-Dee Sura was not the only precedent of a Jedi raising a child, but she didn’t keep a secret from the Council for fourteen months. Juna had to know there was no guarantee of anything; he believed there was a chance the Jedi Council would order him to immediately take Bella to Naboo and give the baby back to Juna.
For every thought that was negative Casper just kept remembering there were positives in this, and he found Juna to be all too right. He stopped the hover buggy at the end of the walk under the street light and took little Bella out. As he waited for an air taxi to see them to pick them up he found Bella to be awake. Carefully he plucked her, expecting perhaps a sudden backlash of wanting tears. Bella, at an age where she was very expressive thought she couldn’t quite control them completely, just gave him a momentary smile.
Like magic, Casper’s worries just vanished.
“Well…eh,” he found himself starting to say. He screwed up his face; he really didn’t think to start a conversation with a baby, did he? Then he felt, although she didn’t look like it, Bella was listening. “Ah well…here we are.”
Bella had been wandering her tiny brown eyes about and then suddenly, realized, Casper was there and looked at him. Babies were like that: they don’t usually grasp the concept of defying gravity via being held in someone’s arms, nor do they often pay attention to one thing -- except nourishment, interesting colors and funny noises, and their intimate love ones -- for very long.

“I….really don’t know what I’m doing,” said Casper. He fully intended to say that to himself and to Bella. His Jedi Training never had a course in child rearing. He really wished Nue Cadabel was still alive, who had so much experience tending to Jedi younglings from infancy to Initiate status, and he had also been there in the beginning when Enothchild had been given over to the Jedi.
Bella made a small smile and gave him a look of wonderment. Again Casper’s stress just faded away. With no words spoken he was sure the child just gave him an endorsement. To that end, he said with relief in his voice, “But I’m willing to learn if you are.”
The timing of everything could not have been more perfect. With the arrival of an air taxi a drop of rain dampened Casper’s head. He looked up and realized it was a night for rain with the cloud cover; the lights of Coruscant made the sky orange. The rain began to pick up, but it was warm and gentle. Dare he thought to say….

“Hey mack,” spoke the Bothan driver, emerging quickly from the cab as the rain gained his notice, “you better get you and your kid in the cab. I’ll take care of the buggy.”

Casper drew up his hood and tucked Bella close to his chest as he entered the vehicle. As the Jedi Knight did, the cabbie cursed under his breath, “Damn bureaucrats! They said it wasn’t going to rain for another week! Some weather control we have here! Lousy, stinking….”

The rest of the cabbie’s words were lost when his canopy closed over the top of his driver section. It sat there for just a little while longer, and then with Casper and Bella the air taxi pulled away from the sidewalk wait station. In time it became one of many glowing artificial darts that littered the Coruscant skyline at all hours of the day and night. It took the southbound lane, eventually heading to the Jedi Temple.
From the shadows no more than mere feet away where Casper had once stood with Bella a figure in a Sithian fedarok leather-hide cloaked emerged, hood drawn up -- previous hat and attire long replaced by more stealthy clothing for just this one, important purpose. Only her Gessa had known she was there; the scent, the glint of golden rings and the unscheduled summer rain in the throes of winter had given the very young Sith Maiden Matriarch away.

The Millennium Falcon was waiting.

Its destination was Mesuera. 
There was a simple cottage there. 
She and her Husband was going to live there; it was now her private and lonely sanctum and she wanted to leave the galaxy behind, guessing with scratching heads on what she would do next.
It was time to go. It was time to let go, but keep one finger on her Daughter.
And like all shadows that lose their Gessa that cast them, the Dark Hope of the Sith faded and became one with the darkness.
THE END OF ACT III: SACRIFICE

