CHAPTER 8.0
It didn't take Casper long to reach the generally assigned residence deep within the Jedi Temple from the hanger bay, much of it due to his mood towards how his Master was handling what was certainly going to be a couple thousand daunting tasks causing him to walk fast. He knew a Jedi was supposed to not live by anger. He lived by that creed all his life. No, this to him was pure Padawan frustration. This putting off of matters was just a new reason why he wanted to end his relationship with Ros Ofcheck before it went any further.
He hated that. He hated the thought and feeling. He didn't want to end things with Ros.
As he entered the room, Casper just nonchalantly tossed the data card carriers on the cushions of couch that designated the beginning of the living room; essentially the apartment was one big room except for the bedrooms and the fresher -- rooms of their own. He chased the carriers with his Jedi robe, tossing it on them. He went into the fresher next to splash water into his face. The colder, the better in his guilt-filled opinion; in the hopes that it would somehow awaken the compassion and trust he had with his Master long before the events that occurred six months ago were permanently scorched in his mind. It was impossible for he had experienced the horrors, brought into focus by the means which define him, every second of every day.

After a considerable amount of splashes of cold water in his face that essentially soaked his whole head and the front of his shirt, Casper stopped and let the water drip off him after he moved some of the long parts of his Padawan-styled hair off his face and out of his eyes. He noted his long, Padawan braid that signified his training progress. For one brief moment a question filled his mind. Just who's hair is intertwined with mine he thought to himself; by tradition -- if it were possible -- a Jedi gave their apprentice a lock of their own hair that was woven within the apprentice's hair. In Casper's case the hair was all ready long when it was weaved with his when Master Ros began to train him, but he had no hair; Twi'leks were completely hairless everywhere. Master Yoda's hair was short and gray. Of all the times to have an epiphany and over the old, dry strains of brown hair that was a many shades darker than his dirty blonde coloring. The thought was actually welcomed, relieving him of his worried for a brief period of time.
The time ended when Casper looked in the mirror, taking note with his blue eyes straight away the black, gnarly, ugly tattoo that started where his left eyebrow ended, on the left side of his head, and proceeded downward about two inches; his Mark of Forgiveness. It was more than just a reminder from where he was from. Before stumbling into what has now become a more personal crisis of faith, the Mark had represented his grandfather's hopes and dreams, and for Casper it became -- after going back to his home world of Lonestar ten years ago to have the Mark lengthened as required under the tenets of the Oracle of Circles -- a very strong reason why he wanted to become a Jedi Knight. It was so much more now, a bookmark for his worst memories coupled with the words of Reverend Onus Nightshade repeated in his head…
You will turn you back on that Jedi philosophy, boy. You will when it fails you. It will betray you, the power and those who show it to you. And when it happens, it will be your darkest day because what faith will you have left?
His grandfather said so much more than that, but that line was very defining now whenever Casper looked in the mirror or merely attempted deep meditation -- the latter worse of an affect than the former. Tapping within himself, he would only hear his grandfather's proclamations, see over and over again his failure to reach Lady Juna Angelleia in time to save her from Magus Prophet and the Sith he had only thought to be a childish illusion he first saw in the cave under the old, dead Hollow's tree on the planet Dagobah much more clearly now; a woman, consumed with the dark side, that was Lady Angelleia's thought to be dead mother.
Casper rubbed the Mark with the tips of his fingers, and like his troubling memories it couldn't be so simply erased. He knew it, he knew better than to do something so childish and act so immature: here as well as with his Master. Then again he really didn't know what to do when everything around him had simple solutions yet no one else followed them. Because of it all, it left the young man facing the crossroads of decision that he would need to reach in about nine months.
Casper had no answers to his problems in his current mind set. To be a Jedi he needed to figure most of them out by himself. So far the only treatment for the problems was doing what he was told; following, with regrettable reluctance, Master Ros' lead and doing the diplomatic assignments they were assigned to. Staying busy and preoccupying his mind were merely treatments that were far from cure. All they were to him really were distractions. Distractions solved nothing, and a distracted Jedi couldn't be effective in any way. All the remedies taught to him and at his disposable did no good; meditation, the most effective of them all in clearing the mind, only brought to what plagued him since what plagued him was rooted in the Force and in the questioning of his beliefs; he had consulted the Council, and they had done nothing but chastised him, including the one being he thought for sure could help him.
As he ventured back into the living room, Casper was starting to feel resigned to his fate with the crossroads right before him. In nine months he would be twenty, and as required of him he would have to return to Lonestar to have his Mark of Forgiveness extended by his Grandfather if he had not become a Jedi Knight beforehand so if -- or in his Grandfather's wishes it would when -- Casper failed to become a Jedi and returned home to fulfill his destiny; with that in mind, Reverend Onus Nightshade's words seemed to be more profound than ever before. He didn't want to go down that road, but right now becoming a Path Reverend appeared to be so much easier, safer, and trusting.
Doing his best to push everything aside, Casper sat down hard next to the data container and debated where to begin. He eyed the container without touching it, wondering privately to himself how many cases had Naressa Rapier's involvement in them. Casper couldn't help to think the Sith Maiden was involved in every tragic event that was occurring in the galaxy right now. It followed the path of logic pronounced loudly in history, for the old warnings of 'one Sith a catastrophe make' were clear to him; why it was not clear with Ros and Master Sarch was disbelieving. History had shown the Sith's evil deeds every time they were given a chance to, when opportunity presented itself they never hesitated to embrace it; a war that lasted five thousand years, destroyed thousands of planets and killed billions and billions of people and named the Sith War was enough evidence to prove the fact. Having had spent some time getting to know the ins and outs of how influential and how 'everywhere' Rapier Technologies was through Lady Angelleia's aide in solving the Sleeping Vhinech problem, it seemed highly unlikely to him that her Sithian mother wasn't doing something wrong. Given the Nubian business' clout it should be raising red flags in the collective conscious of the Jedi Council. Yet, they don't do a damn thing, and that confused and dejected Casper even more.

Before Casper could tear into the container in the hopes of finding just one, tiny piece of proof that Naressa Rapier was responsible for putting a purr in a tree on Dantooine to make its child owner cry he felt something in the Force directed towards him. Feeling it focused around him, Casper did what he could to clear his mind, and soon the diffused energies became concentrated, prodding him with attention grabbing pokes inside his head. Strangely enough, it felt like he was being jabbed with the end of a stick.
The familiarity occurred to him, and Casper felt it all stop. It was Master Yoda, summoning him through the Force by using a metaphor and memory-linked technique; Yoda used an event in the past which he and Casper shared -- was both involved in -- where he had used his old walking stick to poke the youngster; he had done it, ironically enough, whenever he had to stress every word in pointing out what his apprentice was doing wrong. This time it was being used to summon Casper, and the young man felt it was not to the Jedi Council chambers high above. 
Casper was both surprised by his former Master's summons, but by no means did the feeling last. It was quickly replaced by hope, almost overtaking the control of his feet when he stood up and left the apartment to go to Master Yoda's home quarters. After being so admonished by Master Yoda for what he had tried to do, Casper was left with the impression that the Elfin wanted nothing more to do with him, even beyond training him again; in fact communiqués filled with their diplomatic assignments and requests were addressed to Master Ros only. 
However all of that was out of Casper's mind as he swiftly walked and easily found elevators and would eventually reached the floor of his intended destination. Perhaps Master Yoda was going to forgive him. Perhaps…take him back as his Padawan!

Casper shook his head wildly and said aloud in the empty corridor, "No. No, I can't have that misperception. He'll know." 

He stood still for a long moment in the all leading to Master Yoda's apartment, embarrassed by the fact how so quickly he was to believe Master Yoda was going to pick up where they had left off as master and apprentice. There was no more of that relationship. All he should hope for were answers.
Or was there going to be no answers. Maybe there was going to be questions. Maybe all Master Yoda wanted to do was talk at this late hour; patch up the remains of their relationship and try to rebuild it. There was really only one way for Casper to find out. He continued onward, approached the door…
But instead of the large, designed for humanoid friendly sliding door opening, the smaller, Yoda-friendly sized door a dozen feet away had. Yoda's apartment was divided into two rooms: one room that allowed the big and tall to come in and have a roomy discussion: the other room more designed and appropriate for Master Yoda's own stature. Casper had never been in either room before, but he had heard tales from other Jedi about both situations. Ros had been in the small room once, and although he admittedly felt cramped he didn't find it too restricting or remotely uncomfortable. This from a Twi'lek who stood taller than Casper by biological default via the upwards partition of his skull. 

Yet, upon approach to the door which came up just barely past his waist, Casper did have his doubts. Bending down, Casper found it was wide enough for him to get through without squeezing, and he found he could crouch-walk once he got inside; all of this was easy because he wasn't wearing his Jedi robe.
Smelling burning wood surprised Casper in the poorly lit room and with his eyes and nose so close to the ceiling he began to cough as he walked into the slightly smokey, heated air that came from the burning source, where Yoda's little body outline could easily be seen. 

Master Yoda turned in his seat cushion and suggested in his unusual conversation structure, "Down to a crawl lower yourself you must, Padawan Knightshade. Exhaust everything my chimney does not. OHH!"

Casper tried to say something beforehand but he was hit with a hacking cough. Master Yoda was holding a long stick in his hands when he had turned to speak to him, and at the end of it was something large and burning suddenly very fast. Realizing it now, Yoda gave the stick a shake in startled frustration, losing the battle of trying to save whatever was at the end of the stick. Casper grabbed a pillow from the floor, ready to smoother it, but the point became mute when Master Yoda raised a free hand towards the fire and with the Force smothered it out.
Drawing the remains towards him for a more remorseful examination, Yoda's ear drooped and he sighed out, "Master of the Force I may be, but master of the camping cookout I am not."

Casper wrinkled his nose at the burned up, shriveled…whatever it was after he sat down on the floor a few feet away from Yoda. "What…were you trying to cook, Master?"

"Marshmallows," mumbled Yoda crankily. He yanked off the burnt remains with his three-finger hand, some of the innards sticky whiteness remaining on the burned stick's end, and tossed what he could salvage into his mouth. After chewing, he made a slight face as he swallowed. "Or what chemically supposed to pass as one after I burn it that is. So out of practice I am. Free time to practice there's rarely any."
Casper couldn't help to smile a little at the scene as Master Yoda sulked for another marshmallow, which almost caused Casper to laugh when he noted the freshly opened, half empty bag Yoda reached into; he didn't need that much imagination to know how 'out of practice' Yoda was because of it. He faked a cough to hide his chuckle and asked, "You did summon me, Master?"

Affixing the new mallow on the stick, Yoda said, "Yes, yes. Sit beside me. Join in the fun." Yoda reached over on the other side of him as Casper sat by him on the right and gave him a stick of his own. "Perhaps show me how this is properly done."

And to that, Casper actually felt uncomfortable; Yoda's ears actually perked up in response. It wasn't that Casper never done it before. He and Ros had roasted marshmallows many times dating all the way back to his Dagobah years, and as recently as a year ago. There really wasn't anything to it, to roasting a marshmallow, but it was the thought of showing Master Yoda how to do something that made Casper's stomach really flutter.
Yoda made a slow head nod and let loose that familiar noise of understanding Casper knew all too well. "Yes," Yoda said with extra sound length added to the letter 's'. "Have it bad you do. Very bad indeed."

"Have what, Master?" Casper questioned uneasily.

"Yoda Worshipping Syndrome," said Yoda without hesitation. "Assure you from anyone so much respect I do not crave."

Casper did not know what to say to that. He had heard many older Jedi -- Master Ros one of them -- throw that term around hard at any Padawan Learner they have seen showing -- in Casper's opinion -- unshakable determination in becoming a Jedi. Often it was used as a chagrining punch line by the same Jedi who just thought the whole concept was just as laughable as the apprentice who received such an uninspiring tag. Yet, here was Yoda using the very offensive term himself! 
To Casper it was rather offensive. "Master Yoda, don't say that." He watched one of Yoda's pointy ears bend in half; a quizzical gesture. "I mean…it's an insult to your greatness. Of what you have done and accomplished."

Yoda' big green eyes grew large. "Long dead I am not, yet in the annuals of Jedi lore I am all ready? For who has made these accusations?"
Casper couldn't quite understand this. "Master Yoda, forgive my forwardness, but you have done so much for the Jedi Order and for the Republic. You are the longest reigning Grand Master of the Council not because of your age, but because of your ability. It goes without question: you are the greatest Jedi of all time. I wouldn't dare use you as a prop for teasing when it comes to others."
"And yet," Yoda suddenly said quickly, turning his attention to the fire as he hovered his marshmallow over it, "help I cannot that I burn my marshmallows."

Casper didn't know what to say about that, either it, so he totally forgot about asking again why he was here and stared at his own marshmallow now, one he put on his stick while they were talking. He held his over the fire rather reluctantly, and even more so when he realized that Yoda had pulled his out during their conversation -- it wasn't toasted -- and put it back in at the same time he did. Whether or not Casper liked it Yoda was going to learn how to roast a marshmallow through him, and the silence that followed made Casper dread the fact even more. 

Casper started to take his eyes off his marshmallow once he noticed that Master Yoda had his held too close to the flames. Back and forth he looked between the campfire confections, and suddenly he became anxiously transfixed on Yoda's marshmallow when the Jedi Master began to sway and bob the stick, the motion in sync with his the song he was humming. Casper went to warn him that such motions could jeopardize the edible object as it warmed and could possibly fall off the stick. His mouth opened, but all that came out was simple sound.
"Do you know why I have summoned you, Casper," asked Yoda, breaking the streak of non-sensible noise that was going on between them.

"No Master," he said distractedly. He wasn't paying attention to his marshmallow anymore; he was so bound and determined now to make sure nothing went wrong with Yoda's toasting treat.

"Summoned you I have for I feel you are troubled. You seem uncertain. Distracted. Non-confrontational."

"I won't lie to you, I am feeling that way sometimes," admitted Casper without hesitation. Unlike Ros or Enothchild he wasn't going to lie to his former Master, the Grand Master of the Jedi Order, and to a great man.

"Sometimes?" Yoda turned his head towards him with wide eyes and perked up ears. "So sure are you that it is only sometimes?"

"Well-."

Before Casper could finish the thought, Master Yoda slid his stick under his and lifted it. When Casper looked, he noted that both their marshmallows were on fire. He went to pull his stick away from above the flames, but just before the thought translated to his arms Master Yoda's stick was right on top of his and forcing his stick back down. When both marshmallows were well into the fire, Casper could feel the lessening of pressure on his stick and with Master Yoda holding his firmly in place he knew to keep his stick still as well.
Master Yoda said instructively, "Not a far stretch to say all the time you are distracted. Dangerously enough? Testify to that I do. You dwell on the past, on chapters all ready written, where the heavy pages make you weary as you flip back to reread what you have all ready read. Turn the pages of the future because of it. It is just best to let the marshmallows burn."
The sudden change of subject caught Casper off guard and made him look back into the fire, where both the marshmallows were still burning.

"Your lack of warning a byproduct of what happened six months ago," continued Yoda. "You fear my disapproval for you wish to be like me."
"I…I want to live by your example as a Jedi, Master," said Casper with some confidence, but he was feeling very reserved suddenly. "I'm sorry about what happened. I didn't want to offend you."

"You did." Yoda said that so stoically Casper practically felt his heart get cut in half. "You did because you felt I would betray the trust of my Master if I felt he was doing wrong."

"But he was doing wrong, Master. What he knows, he should tell you everything. Everyone should, so you can make the right choice as always."

Yoda made a small noise to that and continued. "Yet you can make those assumptions and assurances with the state of mind you are in?" 

Casper grimaced with that review and noted the marshmallows drip off their respected sticks and into the depths of the fire; by diverting his eyes away it dulled the pain he felt. Yoda's voice cut through the scene. "With the Council the lone voice of it I am not. So sure are you that my choices are always right? Why is it no one recalls my blunders?"

Casper turned to him and almost told him he never made one. But the thought was stuck in his throat as his mind seemed to gain focus on everything around him at that very moment. There was no past, there was only now. The heat and the smoke of the fire. The smell of ash and burning sugar. The appearance of Master Yoda, which somehow struck Casper with worry. Forgetting the questions, Casper was somewhat bewildered by how old Yoda looked since the last time he saw him. It was somewhat foolish to think like that for Master Yoda was over eight hundred years old, so of course he was going to be old. And six months had passed since he last saw him.
Yet, Yoda was suddenly very old to Casper. There was something wrong. Something missing from the powerful Jedi Master. It weakened Yoda, whatever it was that was now gone. 

To that, Casper at first felt himself to blame for that. "I'm sorry, Master." Yoda looked at him. "I didn't mean to cause so much trouble."

"Your intentions were clear then, Casper," Yoda stressed to him with no anger. "Troubles me more is your lack of intentions now. The misplacement of focus. The lack of commitment on your behalf as you let the past dictate that in which you are suppose to unlearn what you have learned. Always are the problems of man connected to what they cannot control, particularly when it comes to one's self."

Yoda pulled his stick out and glared at its burnt end. "The last time it will not be that I go against you. Even if you believe I would do the same. Predicated your beliefs are upon my 'greatness'; on my lack of failure. So many I have seen do as you do and have done. Many of their funerals attended I have."
"But that could be their destiny, Master!" Casper said with certainty. Often it was said the Force had a purpose and an end for those who believed in it. "That was their destiny."
"So sure are you? Again how so sure you when I am not?"

Casper was once again thrown for a loop and couldn't say anything to what Yoda had said. He shook his head and said, "Forgive me; I don't understand where this is all going. I don't see it."

Yoda looked at him, and there was no mistaking the grave pity in his eyes. "You try to see, and try to with the wrong organs. That is why you fail."

Casper blinked a few times and sat there unsure what to do or say next. It almost seemed like Master Yoda was dismissing him, yet he found no strength in his legs to make him stand up. He sat there and thought, over and over what had been said, and he had a hard time grasping it. The focus of before had long been lost back when Yoda questioned Casper about Yoda the Great Jedi Master.

Just as suddenly as he thought that, Casper blurted out, "Tell me about your blunders." As soon as he said it, he found himself putting a hand to his mouth. Casper felt like he just cussed out his own father, a man he had never met. Strange too because that thought popped in his head as well metaphorically: Yoda, the man he never knew. It was…a far out concept. Casper had known Yoda ever since he could remember, but in all honesty he had to question if he really did know him.
Without a hint of being offended and without long hesitation associated with apprehension, Yoda said calmly as he put another marshmallow on his stick, "There have been many. Some pure accidents. Some the ignoring of hindsight. Some when I was an apprentice. Some at the very position I hold now. Live as long as I, more than a few mistakes you will make."
Finished with the replacement, Yoda carefully put his stick out over the fire. He spoke again, gazing intently on what he was doing. "Often I have told you, Casper, that I have no regrets. In error I am, for clarify I did not. When decisions have an outcome in regards to myself, then I have no regrets. With others, the decisions I make for them or about them as part of the Council, I realize how ununique I am from anyone else when the results are terrible.
"Long before you were born a mistake I had made cost the lives of hundreds. Know of it do you?"
It didn't take Casper much thought to know what exactly Yoda was talking about. Strange that it didn't cross his mind when he asked about his former Master's blunders. Perhaps because he viewed it as an error of the Jedi Order as a whole just as everyone else. "Sabbath."
"Dux Gheruit is the proper noun in terms of the subject we are discussing," said Yoda correctly. "Soo-Si, his father, a long time friend of mine. A Jedi of both character and note. Peculiar in his ways many would say. Nevertheless a devote Master of the Force and a firm believer of the Jedi Code. He was more so a devoted husband and father of his children. It was the latter that took precedent over the other in his later years, yet he never lost sight of his commitments. That is until Dux had fallen.
"Soo-Si and his wife came to us as soon as Dux was found. For Dux, little we could do, the Code in which our options were laid. Soo-Si made the choices much more difficult for us. Pled he did for his son's life as if it was his own. For that, I saw the need to end the suffering. The need for Necessary Evil."
Casper was still not seeing where Master Yoda was going with this. Like many of the Initiates old enough to understand and Padawans before him he had heard everything there was about the Fallen Jedi who had slain nearly all of his family and then took his dark side insanity and introduced it to hundreds of innocent people in the town of Sabbath, on Alderaan; Dux was ultimately defeated by his Padawan sister Siren; she would die a while later, his last victim. Long before the tragedy Dux was a victim of a brutal attack and was left to die, but instead it had made him mad. When returned to the Jedi, the Jedi Council had purged Dux -- removed all of his knowledge of the Force and the memories that drove him into his insanity -- and gave him another chance to live with his family in peace. It was also known -- and once again Casper found this to be odd to remember it now for he did know of this -- that Master Yoda had wished for Dux at that time before the purging to be put down mercifully.
To kill anyone was tough for any Jedi to do, even in the defense of others. Casper could profess that. There were times, and those times were lesser than few to the best of Casper's knowledge, when the Jedi Council had to do something that certainly would have had any Jedi not on the Council thrown in prison, for such things were not only violations of the Jedi Code but of the law itself. Such unspeakables fell under the Council-only special exemptions known only as Necessary Evil. It was most certainly something not used or spoken lightly. When any Jedi speaks of it, it is no joke. No laughing matter. No doubt, and most certainly there was no debate.
It was the Necessary Evil that made Casper spoke carefully. "Master, surely you could not see what Dux Gheruit was going to do. The decision you made was tough, and terrible. But…you would have been right if the others on the Council back then would have went with you. But then again, you valued your friend and the love he had for his children. And if there was ever a reason for a Jedi not to have a family the Gheruit tragedy would be an example."

Casper put a gentle hand of assurance on Master Yoda's shoulder, meeting Yoda's blank green gaze. "The Code wouldn't allow you to throw away compassion, Master. You wanted to save Dux from suffering. That was why you felt you needed to end his life." He nodded when Master Yoda looked at him intently. "Your heart couldn't bare to see him suffer."
There was supposed to be a moment of considerations and silent compliment, or at least Casper expected as much. Instead, Master Yoda lifted his head and bore in expressions and into Casper his exasperation; all the while he spoke calmly. "Ohhhhhh. Do you truly believe that? Then mistaken I am." 

Without explaining at first, Yoda pulled his stick out and on it was a perfectly toasted marshmallow; he had kept it high above the flames to let it slowly roast this time. Casper noted it, but he couldn't smile for his former Master's success because of what he had said.

Yoda eyed his marshmallow but absolutely showed no happiness in his success. Sighing and shaking his head, he then said, "Casper, I followed the Code to the letter in my original decision."

Casper blinked, opened his mouth, but instead of debating he asked, "What?"

"In all my years as a Jedi never had I encountered a fallen member of the Order. Not once. Suddenly, here was one before me. Evil. Twisted. Malevolent. Absolutely there was nothing redeemable after we did all we could to find him. I did not see him as Dux Gheruit. His father's pleads and his mother's tears did nothing to sway me. A Jedi I was. The leader of the Council. The example of the Code. My decision to end his life was based solely on the Code. And when the final vote came, to decide Dux's fate, I abstained from voting. If I had I would have stuck to my original decision: end Dux's life, as it is required by the Jedi Code, under the provisions of Necessary Evil."
"I-," Casper went to say something as this suddenly made him feel awkward, but Yoda waved him silent with his free hand.

"Soo-Si talked me out of voting; a vote the others would have followed." Yoda's ears drooped has his eyes stared at the marshmallow he held close to his nose. "My regret in this case, Casper, was not that my decision was based on my heart, but upon the Code. As the Code instructs the council member: when in conflict do not decide."

Casper couldn't believe what he was hearing as he watched Yoda put the whole marshmallow in his mouth. He almost stood up, but bumping his head on the ceiling reminded him where he was. His grip on his stick was white knuckled tight because he wanted to hold something, anything, just to get an idea that what he just heard was based on reality. It wasn't an illusion. It was all too real.

"T-That can't be so," stuttered Casper, bewildered. "T-The Code is there for a r-reason Master. Y-you sound so…so…"

"Blasphemous?" Even after Yoda had said the word Casper couldn't speak the Padawan Learner still didn't answer even with a simple nod. Yoda swallowed the rest of his marshmallow down and continued. "Often inexperience is."
"Inexperience…is blasphemous?"

"Is it not said the same of ignorance? And what truly is ignorance? Is it knowing the truth but never recognizing it?" Yoda held up his right hand, sticking up a stiff finger. "When faced with something I had no experience in, I was no longer myself. Cold and blunt as a written rule I was, interpreted as it was worded. I was no longer Yoda; I was the Code. No feelings save for nouns. No actions save for verbs. My existence was the beginning and the end of a sentence with the emotions of a period. Thus, I violated the most sacred of Jedi convictions: know thyself to be true and independent in the Force, for neither are we the Force's slave or the Force's master."
Yoda put his whole weight on his marshmallow stick like he would his walking stick. "Desire another example of this foolery at Qualeggoes no further you shall look!"

Even knowing the deep and awful circumstances of that story it still stunned Casper to hear Yoda criticize Qualeggoes' so harshly. Qualeggoes, a Caamasi and one time Grand Jedi Master of the Order, was one of Yoda's former star apprentices. For as long as he could remember Casper had heard many criticisms about Qualeggoes, much of it related to his tight relationship with the Jedi Code itself. Ros had often said Qualeggoes was narrow-minded because of the Code, that the Code had actually made Qualeggoes lack what was considered by non-Jedi as Jedi compassion. 
Casper personally never thought negatively towards Qualeggoes like the others who were known as Moranna Knights, like Master Ros and Master Enothchild and Knight Nue Cadabel and Master Plo Koon; Ros had told Casper that Master Plo and Master Qualeggoes always had very loud disagreements, sometimes bordering on epic proportions in terms of creative insults. The assessment all changed when the Caamasi Jedi Master tried to murder Lady Angelleia right in the Jedi Order's backyard; at Nadine Towers, only a few hundred miles away. It would have been disbelieving if he had not seen Qualeggoes make more than one attempt on the former Nubian queen's life. If it were not for Master Sarch Lady Angelleia would have been dead. 
With the horrible actions of Qualeggoes refreshed inside Casper's young mind he found himself becoming very numb has the rest of what was discussed tonight seemed to sink in. Not everything because most of it still eluded him in meaning. What sunk in -- to Casper anyways -- was the dangers of absolute belief; the following to the nth letter of the Word of any sacred system of religion and faith. 
"Balance!"

Casper suddenly realized that Master Yoda was no longer in front of him; he was so lost in his thoughts he became blind to the realities around him; Yoda had left him there to think, and the pain in his rear end suggested that he had been sitting awkwardly for a long time. The fire he had been sitting by was now merely burning, glowing embers of memory.

Casper turned towards the direction where he had heard Master Yoda's voice. Yoda entered the room through a small door, his walking stick helping him in one hand and something golden in the other hand. 
"Balance," Yoda repeated when he reached Casper, taking up residence where he had sat before. "Without it we do not stand, either on our feet or in our hearts and minds. Find balance a focused, serious, and determined Jedi can."
"What happened to the time?" Casper wondered, actually more confused than worried so it caused him to rabble. "Balance, Master? Do you mean the balance between…me and the Code?"

Yoda made a short nod motion that gave Casper a great feeling of relief. Yet, the Master was not finished. "Not just the Code and yourself. Yourself and the demons within yourself. The struggles that define you threaten to overwhelm you. You think of them more than you think of the Force." He shook his head a little. "Dangerous. You cannot have such imbalance distracting you. Any other Jedi in your place in danger of failing completely. Alas, any other Jedi does not share in your unique experiences." Yoda gave Casper a firm poke in the chest with his walking stick. "Alas, no two Jedi are the same. There hence why a Jedi must be his own Jedi. But never will you find yourself without balance."
Yoda stood back and continued what Casper felt was a free lesson, and so he did all he could to listen and understand. "You must balance yourself between what you know and what you know is to come. You must balance the known past and the known future with the here, and the now. Mindful of your feelings in the past, present, and the coming future you must be. Difficult it will be. Success will not be guaranteed. But find the balance with all that troubles you, and a Jedi you will become." He held up a quick finger. "But you must have patience. And you must obey the wisdom of Master Ros, your lone and only master."
Before Casper could ask more questions or say anything negative, Master Yoda approached him again and said, "You will do this if you respect me like you claim. Do not, and I will realize that I have made another blunder in my life. Balance, Casper. Balance in everything, and there you will be given what is needed."

Casper watched after Yoda finished speaking raise the shinny, gold orb to where it was only a few inches in front of his face. Its appearance sparked the curiosity part of Casper's mind as his blue eyes examined it before and after he took in his own hands, which he found it weighed much heavier than its size would indicate. It was slightly larger than one of Yoda's small hands, and all over its surface were markings that wrapped around it from pole to pole. If he didn't know better he thought the markings were actually symbols, or even letters of an ancient language. Too curious, Casper tapped the Force and projected the energy into the sphere….
Two oddities happened all at once. First, the Force immediately told Casper that despite of its weight the sphere was empty, that there was nothing solid below the surface. The second oddity was the feeling of a rebound of his own energies back upon him that caused him to shutter with a coldness he had felt a few times before but knew it well: the dark side of the Force. Once the feeling passed, the sphere began to unfold in elongated strips from bottom to top -- which elicited a noise of surprise from Yoda. The strips reunited in seamless fashion as before when it was all a sphere, and in both of Casper's hands was a quite large, gold slab that contained the unusual markings like before when it was a sphere, but below the glyphs and growing out of the surface was the Republic language known as the Aurebesh, or better known as Basic, the common language of the galaxy.

"What is this?" Casper asked exasperated beyond any more words.

"A Sithian language sphere," said Yoda with brooding tones. Casper realized after the revelation how cold the gold was to the touch and couldn't suppress the shutter that ran up and down his spine. "It came into our possession a thousand years ago. Our greatest weapon against the Sith and their allies near the end of the war.  This Sith language, the Slurve, was used exclusively by those who had conspired with the Sith against the Republic as a code. This sphere ended the reigns of many in power, though they did not go quietly away. Thus the war prolonged it was. In some ways the Sith War never ended.
"The descendents of the original Sith conspirators, as you know, have taken the mantle of mayhem from where their ancestors left off. Disturbing the fact may be, what is more so is the Council's firm belief that more conspirator descendents have emerged from hiding; most of their family lines thought long and quite dead, along with the ideology of the Sith. Find you will the Council's suspicions attached to some of the cases you and Master Ros will be working on. This will help you."
Casper actually felt his spirits rise after hearing all of this. What was being offered to him was pure normalcy; bad guys, believers that obeyed the Sith and the dark side, up to absolute no good. Pure black and white; no fuzzy gray area to consider. What was more: perhaps Naressa Rapier was involved with these Sith conspirators! If so, Master Ros, even Master Enothchild, could see the Light and correct the error of their ways.

Master Yoda's look of slight disdain snapped Casper out of it. Yoda said, "Giddy for danger, are you?"

"No, Master, I don't desire danger," said Casper. Yoda's expression suddenly became harder. Quickly, Casper pointed out with the slab in his hands. "But Master, I do wonder about something: surely the conspirators know that we have this. I mean if we destroyed their network and plans a thousand years ago, surely they surmised that their Sith code was no good. Why use it through the years, or even now?"

"Excellent your point is. And focused." Yoda stressed the last part, emphasizing what he had point out before to Casper before they began to talk about the sphere. "The Council long ago came up with the same conclusion. Do not believe they have abandoned communication amongst themselves."
Casper watched as Yoda took the slab with the Sith-to-Basic engraved writings from him, and to his amazement the Basic letters changed into unusual symbols of broken lines and comprehensive dots; the Sith letters remained the same. It was as if the engravings that was cut into the metal was nothing more than an illusion; that the whole time the current alphabet was the actual translation. Casper surmised privately that the sphere -- without anything on it or in it to suggest it was a sophisticated computer storage device like the Jedi Holocron let alone anything that resembled an electric power source -- could 'read' the individual who possessed the sphere, determine their port of origin, and then 'print it out' upon the surface of the sphere to coincide with the Sith language so the owner could learn or use the languages properly.
"More to this you suspect," said Yoda. He grabbed the ends of the slab and bent it once, and then released the pressure applied. In response, the slab reverted back to a sphere, one band at a time. He gave the sphere to Casper again, but it didn't do anything; of course, Casper didn't want it to do anything, for his curiosities were answered. "Through the years used the sphere we have on suspected communications. The translations were bad. Incoherent. Often times the letters and numbers were a jumbled mess that our best encryption specialists and linguists could not decipher. It is not a unique form of coding; to have it requires a primer it would. Time, energy, methods to transmit such primers to avoid us: the conspirators have none of these advantages. Not all know who they are talking to, but their confidence in this coding ensures their anonymity."

Casper stared hard at the golden Sithian language sphere as the thoughts of what secrets it was keeping were successfully keeping his other thoughts and feelings out of the limelight. A few ideas emerged, and he noted, "If other cultures on many words can have different languages and dialects, why not the Sith? Maybe…they’re using a different Sithian dialect?"

Yoda smiled just a little and gave him a warm, slow nod. "We have surmised that as well. From data we have collected there has been similar symbols found in transmission related to the Slurve, but the annunciations and sounds and the translated Basic letter for such symbols do not work. Many years have been spent. Many Jedi have thought and mediated to discover the secrets that unlock those codes. Elusive as the dark side itself the solution has been."
Yoda then poked Casper in the chest with his finger. "You, young Casper, will find the solution."

That brought Casper to look at his mentor again with bewilderment in his eyes. It was not that he was afraid of a puzzle, but this task was far older and he suspected far more demanding than anything he may encounter. Casper noted as well that Master Yoda did not give any weight in how imperative the solution was; odd given that this was a Sithian artifact that could be used against the Sith…and Naressa Rapier; he couldn't help to think she was a part of the groups still working to harm the Republic. Especially now if all the mayhem going on and the Council's firm belief that the Sith Conspirators may be behind some of it. Apparently the Jedi virtue of patience was in play here, and it was something Casper had to embrace again.
"I must admit that I'm overwhelmed by this task," said Casper, pocketing the sphere in a pouch on his belt. "However your confidence in me gives me strength."

"Remember," Yoda was suddenly quick to point out to him again, "balance. Focus. More importantly, this is about you. You…should be your own strength. Patience, the solution will come to you in time."
Casper watched Yoda take a few steps and turn his back towards him without another word. For a few moments Casper waited for more instruction, or guidance, but none came. Without more words, Casper began to feel doubtful again. But throughout the flip flopping between his doubts and his certainties, there was one constant that remained, linked because of importance. 
"Master," began Casper gently. "I stand by what I said six months ago." Nothing he said elicited any interest or movement from Yoda. "It…was her, Master. The woman in the cave? On Dagobah?" He stopped because he couldn’t suppress his shutter. "Naressa Rapier is who I saw in the cave."
Master Yoda's head rose slowly and just as slowly he turned around and asked very plainly, "Are you sure?"

Casper went to speak, but found his throat constricting with doubt. He used every ounce of his Jedi convictions to free up his airway. "I'm sure." Before his throat could tighten up again Casper thought about other things to bring up; interestingly, it loosened his throat up rather easily. "I just don't understand why you and the Council would neglect what I saw. I can't seem to grasp why Master Ros and Master Enothchild would purposely hide-."

Casper stopped his ramblings when Yoda turned his back on him when the ramblings started. He suddenly felt wronged, so he pushed ahead. "She's a Sith! She's everything we don't take for granted! I know it! I know it!! Please, why are we not doing something about her?"
"Because," said Yoda quietly after a long pause of quiet, "you are not sure."

Casper didn't know how to react. Beside himself? Flummoxed? What was the proper feeling to feel? What was the proper feeling to express? To Master Yoda, or to anyone who simply won't believe him?

"Stand there the longer you do the less time to become a Jedi you will have," said Yoda calmly. He turned to Casper one last time, and Casper despite his emotional highs was aware and certain Yoda was going to say the proper, Jedi goodbye. Instead, Yoda said, "May the Will of Presence guide you through this Blessed Season, and beyond."

"What?"

"The Blessed Season," said Yoda admonishingly. "On the Vhanbadian calendar begins it does." He tilted his head to his left, squinted his eyes, and said, "A reminder to you, Young Knightshade, if you continue with your uncertainties."
Casper understood what Master Yoda was referring to, gave him a small head bow and said his goodbyes in the normal Jedi sense. Once he left the room and could stand up and stretch he found himself not so narrow mentally as well as physically. If he didn't find his balance and find it soon he would be celebrating Path religious holidays like the Blessed Season a lot more frequently. After all he had heard he couldn't go back to his room. He spent a good long time walking around the Jedi Temple, proceeding downward through the stairways he came across. The Temple was far from deserted, he walked past a fellow Jedi a few times per floor, yet he was certain if they were walking around this late in the evening it was not because of feeling alone, but wanting to be alone; not finding such loneliness in their quarters.
You will do this if you respect me like you claim. Do not, and I will realize that I have made another blunder in my life.

Hearing Yoda's words replace his Grandfather's proclamations caused Casper stop and lean over the duracrete railing that overlooked the other levels and the ground floor plaza far below. Twice in the conversation Master Yoda was suggesting that perhaps he had made a mistake in bringing him into the Jedi fold. There were probably more hints than that; Yoda was very complex that way. Casper could only guess that, just as he could only guess why the Jedi Master did not believe him about Naressa Rapier. Yoda was there on Dagobah, he had told him to enter the cave, and he told him to tell him what he had seen. Casper did all those things asked of them back then. He was certain. And Master Yoda knew it too because he too had seen what Casper saw. Once again Casper could not understand why they choose to ignore the clear, obvious, and dangerous threat that was Naressa Rapier.
Thinking about the Sith prompted Casper to pull the Sith language sphere from his pouch. He examined it carefully, noting the Sithian to Basic translation etched clearly on its golden surface, and felt a little sick. He felt sick because he was curious and intrigued by an artifact created by the Sith and perhaps -- only a theory -- powered by the dark side of the Force; if it the dark side was bestowed on trees and caves on Dagobah then it was safe to assume that it inhabited objects with nonliving properties. Probably…hexed.
Casper shook his head: the idea of Sithian witchery was asinine let alone benign and irrelevant when compared to the circumstances at hand. It would be an easy explanation for how this sphere worked, and easy was for Sith. Besides, it wasn't necessarily his purpose to discover how it worked or why it worked specifically, but how it would work for him and Master Ros in their investigations.

Would that mean this dark side creation would aid him in becoming a Jedi?

It was contradictory. Ironic in terms of what it meant for the Sith that hid behind such veils. It bordered on heresy just thinking about it.

Yet Casper, given his choices nine months from now and Yoda's forewarnings, thought it was the single most brilliant concept every discovered. The sphere would help him rid the Republic of the Sith conspirators. It just may help him get rid of Naressa Rapier, for again he was just as convinced as it was about her being in the cave on Dagobah that she was deeply aligned with the conspirators. With her intangible clout, Rapier was probably feeding them money and supplying them with technology being produced right out of Naboo. Above all leadership: such beings that allowed themselves to be servants to evil always had a leader as their focal point because they were cowards and didn't have the power to get started in the first place; power was broadly applied here, and with Naressa Rapier her power before Casper got to the Force was damn well vast. She scored and scored big time with her marriage to Bendian Rapier for the Sith, and he was convinced she was using Lady Angelleia as a part of her Sithian plans as well.
Casper clutched the sphere a few times and said, "I'll prove to the Order that I belong here by proving you are a great threat to the Republic, Misses Rapier. I'll show everyone who you really are."
Putting the sphere away, Casper turned around and headed for the lifts directly behind him. Although it was late he figured he might as well utilize Master Yoda's advice and get started as soon as possible on the cases. Along in his study, perhaps more ideas would come to him on how to figure out the language sphere.
Casper entered the lift once it had stopped and pressed the button for his floor. The lift past his floor and continued on downward. Casper had entered a lift that was called down originally by someone at the ground level, therefore he was a slave to protocol; the lift responded to the one who made the first request; Jedi manners were everywhere and so was the study of patience.

The lift arrived at the first floor. The doors opened, and Casper stepped aside to allow a female Jedi in dark clothing in and take residence in the rear of the lift. The doors closed and the lift began its upward climb. 
Suddenly, Casper was gripped in the clutches of being nagged. Frowning a little, he turned and looked at the woman behind him, hidden within her hooded form; her face barely visible, cloaked in shadow. Her robes, very deep black in color, appeared to be high in quality in terms of cut and material; the material looked like leather, but there was something to its texture that was unique, something he never seen in any robe or cloak material before. She paid no attention to him, so Casper turned around and faced the doors again. The feelings wouldn't go away, and part of reason….did she pick a floor? The female Jedi had not. Then again…

Casper turned around again and uncomfortably said, "Excuse me." He had this feeling that her eyes were now looking at him; she made no other move with her body save to lean her head in to expose more of her mouth in the light. When she did, Casper found himself very confused.

"What is it, Padawan?" the woman asked commandingly.

Casper put some thought into what he was going to say next, but it had nothing to do with her pressing any buttons, but her specifically. "I'm sorry. I just wanted to ask you…have we met before."

The woman slowly gave Casper a lopsided grin and said, "Perhaps in another life." After she said that, Casper felt his cheeks warm; he suddenly realized that his question was a little flirtatious. Her lopsided grin grew larger and she mused, "Are you blushing, young man?"

At a loss for words, Casper turned and mumbled, "I'm sorry."

There was a small silence, and the woman said, "You shouldn't be. You thought you knew me. I probably have one of those faces."

"Yeah," said Casper quietly. The doors opened before him and he found himself almost running out of the lift in embarrassment. He then realized he was being a real ass for not being formal enough in his apology, turned….

The lift doors closing ended the issue. Casper stood in front of them, kicking himself mentally for doing what he did. He had to get back on focusing how best to deal with Naressa Rapier.

The cases. He meant how best to deal with the cases.

Casper gave the lift one more glance, hesitated, took a few steps, and was nagged into looking back at the lift a few more times before he finally forced himself to walk quickly away.
