CHAPTER 22.0
“Here you go: your case breaker!”

Annoyed by both the late hour of the evening and the droid lab technician Knight Gudai Uao had sent with the so called ‘case breaker’, which in turn augmented for the moment the frustration he was having over the Duro case, Ros’ expression was enough to even make the small droid to shrink down. “What case breaker?”
The droid re-extended its arm out after it had pulled it back. In its hand was a one inch cubed glass case; in its other hand a four by four inch piece of leather. “Well, ah, this Knight Ofcheck. A micro-fragment of garment found at the crime scene on Duro, the same material as this leather sample in my other appendage. Isn’t that the case you are investigating?”

Ros took the glass case in his hand, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and stared at it. Eventually he still needed to use the Force to enhance his sight, magnifying the object for closer inspection. “Yes, but don’t you realize what time it is?”

The droid looked a bit dejected. “You had instructed Knight Uao to relay any findings to you at any time. Was that request made in error? If so I am sorry.”

“No, no.” Ros knew if he didn’t assure the droid he wouldn’t hear the end of it; especially if the droid went back whining. Uao would have nerfs. “So, what exactly am I looking at?” Even with his enhanced sight he couldn’t make heads or tales of it.

“In Knight Uao’s words,” elaborated the droid, “’a currency that could pay for a fleet of starships and have enough left over to fill them with men, supplies and anything else and have it go to war against the Republic for a full solid year’.” The expressionless features of the droid didn’t deter it from creating the proper expression through his body language. “Odd way to put it. Why would anyone want to be so dreadfully metaphoric?”
Sometimes the droids that hung around the Jedi Temple for too long started becoming a little too philosophical and long winded for their own programming good. Ros just shut his eyes tight in fatigue frustration and said directly, “What is it.”
“Oh, it’s hide from a fedarok warwraith, a burden-hide animal, non-sentient, that used to be abundant in the sector of the space that is now the Trade Federation. They were hunted down and made extinct approximately four thousand years ago for both safety purposes and for their hides. This was found in the victim’s back bedroom, attached to a personal ground safe.”

Ros nodded somberly, turning his head to look over his shoulder when he sensed that Casper was stirring about in their apartment; the young man wasn’t getting that much sleep as of late. The feel of the sample in his other hand brought him back to the present problem. “Okay, so how does a extinct animal from the Trade Federation past get to the Duro present?”
Again looking dejected, the droid continued. “Well, sir, once the creatures were killed off the Republic enacted a law prohibiting the sale and possession of fedarok leather. Interesting since it was the Republic that ordered the eradication of the creatures, but not so obvious when we discovered why the order was made. The fedarok were furious creatures, on par with gundarks in terms of contentment. Larger, though. Their hides were what made them dangerous and made them creatures capable of adapting in any environment. They were very tough to kill.”
“So?” questioned Ros.

“The fedarok, though large, was quite light for it’s mass. Their hide was very thin, but resilient and durable like augmented durasteel filinite. One could make clothing from it very easily and have it act like an environmental suit, changing and deflecting some of the most harmful radiation in the spectrum, keep one warm in the cold and cool in the heat. And it does not absorb water or any other fluid.”
Casper arrived, looking very haggard and half interested. Ros held up a hand to stop the droid’s presentation and said to him, “Go back to bed, Casper. I got this.” He turned his attention back to the droid, but he knew his Padawan didn’t leave. “Okay, so we have…poachers selling the hides. Thousands of years ago, though.”

The droid continued. “Correct, Knight Ofcheck. Although the heat retention made it impractical to create body hugging garments it was still used to make accessory articles, such as purses, wallets, capes and cloaks. The Republic was adamant in backing the ban for it was rumored, though not proven, that the Dark Lords of the Sith wore fedarok hide cloaks to protect them from blasters and lightsabers. Nonetheless given their unique properties and that the creatures from where they had come from were extinct fedarok leather was traded with a ultra high price even for the value of currency back then.”
Ros finally realized why Gudai thought it was significant. He nodded and asked, “Do we know from what kind of clothing this came from?”

“Unfortunately no, sir. Since clothing articles were made in secret and away from the law there was no industrial standards created to track designers, fabricators, and manufacturers. What is certain is that a fedarok did not kill your two victims, and neither of the victims could had ever afford such clothing, and neither had such in their possession.”

“Thank you,” said Ros with full appreciation. Letting the droid go he stepped back inside the apartment and encouraged Casper to find a place to sit. In short time he made some very strong caffe, poured two cups, and once both were fully awake he let Casper examine the cube case, filled him on any details he may have missed, and then went on. “Our killer apparently has some very expensive tastes for rare, practically priceless clothing options.”

Casper fiddled with the case carefully, and then he fingered the sample of the material, thinking as he spoke. “It does make sense to wear clothing that minimizes the collection of a victim’s blood. Black for night time.”
“True, but as you can see our suspect list gets considerably narrow. I bet if we did some checking around we’ll find that stuff is even too rich for most well paid for mercs.” Ros shook his head and leaned in after sipping some caffe. “There’s no way Hifubbae could own something like that. He wasn’t paid that well.”
“Perhaps he obtained it as a gift from the Hutts or Black Sun, or even from someone that didn’t know what it was: trading it for information,” pondered Casper, and yet he didn’t seem convinced by his own argument.

“I doubt it,” said Ros with a head shake. “I would highly doubt criminal organizations would give their employees illegal gifts that could be traced back to them. Even then expensive gifts? The smart criminals are like successful businesses: they selfishly pinch their credit chits right down to the last zero on the balance sheet.” A thought hit him. “Business. Hmmm. Given that these creatures used to exist in the Trade Federation, maybe the killer came from the Trade Federation wearing the clothes.”
Casper this time shook his head. “I don’t think so, Master. Although Hifubbae was circulating Trade Federation secrets he was also dealing with them. That’s what I gathered from what was left of Hifubbae’s records.”
Ros pointed out, “Didn’t you say that some of those records were missing.”

“Yes, but I can only guess what was taken. And it was minute, as if what was taken was all ready pre-selected.”

“It’s something to keep in mind,” Ros stressed. Again he sensed that his Padawan was thinking in other directions, amplified by the latest development. Considering also what happened a few weeks ago, he asked, “Are you all right? You haven’t really been sleeping lately?”

“I don’t mean to worry you, Master,” said Casper honestly, all be it a bit grumpily. “I’ve been…thinking too much.”
Ros weighed it and determined that his Padawan wasn’t being too honest. “That’s certainly a surprise since this is the only case we’re working on. So it must be that Sithian artifact you’re obsessing over.” Casper looked at him with well hidden disapproval. “Don’t think I don’t know you. You’ve always had that desire to figure things out to the nth detail. Honestly, though, if its doing this to you I must know.”

Sighing, Casper said quietly, “I can’t get it to work like before. I don’t know why.” He looked up quickly to add, “But I’m not forgetting my duties.”
Ros glared at him, letting his Padawan get the full burr of his opinion; he wasn’t buying it. True he was doing what all Padawans was supposed to be doing at this time in their development, and he was offering some good points of thought in the case. However proper sleep rest when it was available was to be taken and taken seriously. A Jedi couldn’t always use the Force to keep them fresh and awake; too much reliance on the Force was dangerous for it made matters easy, and such behavior of easy repeated itself, and thus the dark side lurked, waiting for the susceptible. Besides that the obvious -- fatigue, the lack of awareness and focus -- problems associated with the lack of sleep wasn’t healthy and could get himself and, worse, others hurt at a critical moment.
But Ros wasn’t going to have another argument with Casper. Instead he was going to challenge him. He said, “That’s good to know then. Tomorrow,” he looked at the clock hanging on the wall, “or later today rather, I want you to find out whatever more you can on that piece of evidence.” He pointed towards the cube case. “There’s tons of clothing experts here on Coruscant. Any one of them is going to be linked to illegal clothing pipelines.”
“Okay Master.”

“Meanwhile I’ll try to solve your problem with the sphere.”

Casper did a double take. “Master?”

Ros crossed his arms and asked, “Is there a problem with me helping you with your problem, my apprentice? Surely you wouldn’t mind if I took a stab at while your focus is solely on this case.”

Fidgeting a bit, Casper said nervously, “I-I don’t mind, Master. Not at all.”
“Good. Go get it for me will you.” Ros watched Casper struggle to rise and go get the artifact. He returned and gave him the cool feeling, golden artifact. Again the Twi’lek was surprised by its weight. “I’ll get started with this first thing.” He pocketed it, and by doing so he watched a great deal of hope drain from Casper. Just to get a hint of what was on his Padawan’s mind he asked quickly, “Any other thoughts you have on the case?”
“Ah…no Master,” said Casper catching himself.

“Then lets clear our minds and go over what we have learned tonight,” said Ros, closing his eyes and taking a meditative posture in his chair. After a few seconds he opened one eye carefully to peak at Casper sitting across from him. The young man took his sweet time, but eventually he began to meditate. There was some hope in the back of the Twi’lek’s mind that later today Casper would find his center a lot better and stop worrying over what was unimportant. The sooner the better.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 22.1

Casper knew full well that whenever anyone dealt with Coruscant in any way it always had to do with numbers, and those numbers were always high. In this case, when he had prepared to go around to wherever they designed, made, and sold clothing he discovered he would have to make well over one hundred and seventeen million stops. He did his best to narrow the number down by checking with the Republic Guard and seeing who in the clothing manufacturing and distribution business was both knowledgeable in both the legal and illegal realms of the activity. At first an asinine request to a few of the Guardsmen, they soon discovered that other investigative units on Coruscant and throughout the Republic had a long suspect’s list of names that did their business on the Republic capitol world with connects to a number of seedy villains. To their chagrin it didn’t narrow the list down all that much; apparently apparel went hand and foot with crime and therefore it was a requirement.

From there and finding a quiet place in Poet’s Center not far from the Senate House, Casper then spent a lot of time whittling down the list with the aide of his data pad. At the same time he did wonder how his Master was doing with the language ball, but thought better not to call him to ask. He suspected that Ros thought he was obsessing over the artifact so he didn’t want to continue that illusion.
Casper felt he wasn’t obsessing over the ball. Not at all. But it was vital that he got it to work for him again; the sooner he did, the better off everyone was and he would become a Jedi. Especially with the new evidence in the Duro case. He didn’t want to say anything to Ros and really didn’t want to hark on it, but after he looked at the long list of places he had to visit and the names of being he had to talk to who were somewhat connected to the clothing industry he surmised that Naressa Rapier owned clothing made out of fedarok hide and had killed the second victim, Cviaudi.
It made sense to him based on the circumstantial facts to date, initiated by the appearance of Enothchild Sarch on Duro. Although the reasons were still not known, Casper surmised that perhaps Naressa Rapier went to Duro to collect some damaging information from Hifubbae; perhaps information that would point to her guilt in whatever she was doing to destroy the Republic. She got there and someone else got to Hifubbae; he doubted very much that she had anything to do with his death. Cviaudi showed up, tried to run, and she killed him with her lightsaber; Sith carried lightsabers after all. She finally ransacked the place, collected the small amounts of data materials about her true existence, and left. Driven by his need to protect the Rapier women, Master Sarch either pursued Rapier or followed up for her to cover her part in the crime.
Casper stopped himself and said aloud, “Man…that’s thin.” The entire premise was, indeed, thin in terms of reality. He knew Enothchild Sarch enough to know better, even though he didn’t agree with the Vhinphyc’s ways; the man would not cover up murder. Naressa Rapier, on the other hand, didn’t get that pass. Granted, even though he saw the idea of her involvement in the Duro murders was a bit nutty if not outlandish he couldn’t count her out of this; somehow she was involved. He wasn’t too sure even before today. What changed was the fedarok hide, a rare clothing material that apparently cost a lot of money to get in the past. If someone was wearing such clothing now it was reasonable to assume such beings had the money to pay for it. After all these long years fedarok hide still existed? That meant there was still even a small, little known active market for it, so someone had a long lasting surplus of it, and someone had to be charging a large sum of money for it. He was also basing a little of his theory on…well…new sources of information he never considered.
During his initial walk through Poet’s Center Casper happened to notice the various HoloNet small monitor feeds featuring celebrities and gossip, which could be sold to the public via a HoloCube for home consumption for a small fee. He knew what they were filled with; supposedly ‘very important news’ that major media were forgetting to report, such as a shockball player’s rumored infidelity behind his galactic model husband’s back. Usually the advertisements flashed repeatedly images of the rich and powerful, mainly celebrities but on occasion the most private wealthy citizens, and in all of them as in real life they wore impeccable clothing. In short, they could afford the best. Some even flaunted the fact. Material possession of the highest quality was a sport among the wealthy, so why would Naressa Rapier be exempt from that elite circle?

It so happened that one of the gossip HoloNet stories Casper happened to pay notice had featured a galaxy-known botanist who had advocated for years for everyone to not pluck bugal tulips was arrested recently for having done the same thing and keeping the protected plants in his home. He did it, according to the article, because he wanted to have the rare plants to brag about having them. It was one of a hundred possible examples that sometimes the rich and the wealthy were not necessarily hard core criminals, but nonetheless because of ego they just had to spare no expense to have that rare, hard to get item so they brag about having it. Again, he couldn’t see where Rapier was exempt from that crowd.

Although proving it, and thus proving that there was a connection between her and the Duro murders, was another story; a long one feature so many places to visit. He sighed, wondering if Ros had knew it was going to be long and torturous to go business to business. Making him doing this instead of trying to get the language sphere working again. It was only a few weeks ago he had made such great progress. Now it was like the dark side itself was cutting him off. Not that he could prove it, but whenever bad things happened he found it easier to blame the dark side for it.
Casper looked up from his data pad to give his tired eyes a rest, looking around and not necessarily taking in the surrounding plaza that made up Poet’s Center. He cared suddenly when he spotted between two statues of galaxy renowned poet laureates Kazoomua Liccamoa and Zay a store called The Dark Side Garments Boutique. Too filled up with curiosity and downplaying the name of the store, Casper casually walked towards the painted black building and at the same time checked it on his list. The data pad didn’t turn up the name. Even more curious now he ran a district commerce check, to see if it was a legally registered store. To his surprise it was not, although the others around it were. This business was allowed to exist so close to the Senate House? If anything other than it was illegally open it was a big, gaping hole in security.
Putting the data pad away Casper straightened up his Jedi robes and proceeded through the small doorway. Inside it was poorly lit except for the living models in the glass cases sporting what the store passed for as ‘latest fashions’; the clothing didn’t look modern at all, some of the materials a little out of sorts, dark colors dominated and the cuts were intricate and detailed and didn’t look to be clothes worn for every day, but very civil and workable in any forum nonetheless. The place was dark in every regard, though quiet and subtle even though it was packed with beings; all of them humanoid since nothing he noticed in the way of clothes befitted large or uniquely shaped creatures. He bumped into a young woman just a little older than he was, who was wearing a black robe. She let out a gasp and hurried out of the store in fear, but by no means did Casper felt compelled to go after her. There was, however, a buzz in the Force about this place that made him feel certain about his previous suspicions.
Finding the cashier counter Casper approached it and asked the sleekly dressed, attractive female Human nicely, “Excuse me, Miss.” When she saw him -- and she must have been used to the low lighting of the place because Casper wasn’t yet -- she let out a little gasp. He sensed her suddenly becoming afraid; it had to be because he was clearly a Jedi. He noted the other people in line were looking nervous. However there was no threat or growing danger here from him, or against him. “Could I speak to the manager of your store?”

“Are we in trouble?” the woman quietly asked.

“You could be,” said Casper firmly, but calmly. “All I want is some information. Please.”

“S-Sure.” The cashier walked away, nearly tripping over herself, clearly trying to hold her composure together. 

Trying to decide how best to go about this once the manager arrived Casper noticed that a few of the customers were leaving their items on nearby shelves or on the floor and were slowly leaving. The few that hanged around tried not to look at him, but they couldn’t hide their feelings from him; a lot of fear, but there was some anger growing in heat. He thought to start up a conversation, but decided against it when he saw the cashier come back with very thin Pascarian; Pascarians were a bipedal, black skinned, no ear humanoid race that had procurer speaking social structure, but were considered artists at birth. Pascarian paintings and sculptures decorated much of Coruscant, and since clothing for some fashion moguls was considered art then it wasn’t a stretch to find one here.
The Pascarian said, “I am Rousch. How many I help you?”

“Are you also the designer of these outfits?” asked Casper observantly. Rousch gave him a polite nod, and then he noted another customer creeping away. “I need to ask you a few questions, in regards to the clothes. In private preferably.”

Asking for privacy was a sure way to get the owner’s/designer’s cooperation; getting a Jedi off the sales floor was healthy towards his bottom line. “Certainly, this way. Jinette, continue.” The cashier Jinette assumed her position at the counter as Rousch lifted the counter top to let Casper behind the counter and eventually behind him to the back rooms. There, the room was most definitely brighter and was covered in all sorts of colors and palettes. In a couple of places in the studio there were dresses, suits, and lingerie on body dummies in the process of being created; each one in different stages of development.

Rousch closed the door behind them and walked around Casper to assume a contemplative, non-threatening posture. Casper knew this because the alien put a lot of effort into doing it, as if he expected the Jedi to pummel him at any minute. “You told my pretty young sales associate that we could be in trouble. I can assure you, Padawan Jedi, that we do not want any trouble.”
The admission was refreshing for a change, but Casper had to ask, “How do you know that I am a Padawan?” The normal Coruscant citizen really didn’t know the differences if they saw he and Master Ros together unless someone told them.

“Your Padawan braid,” said Rousch, gesturing to his own side of his head, corresponding reflectively where Casper had his on the right side. “As an artiest I must be aware that at any given day I may have thousands of species obeying the whims of hundreds of different religions and philosophical tastes. I must be prepared and knowledgeable.” He then tapped the right side of his face, reflecting Casper’s left side. “Although the Mark of Forgiveness is out of Jedi character.”
Figuring he should get them back on the trail, Casper cleared his throat and acknowledged the man’s brightness. “Well, that’s a different story. But for now I would like to ask you a few questions.”

“In regards to what?”

“Well, to be honest: clothing.”

Rousch gave him a small smile and said ruefully, “Are you…looking for a brand new look, Padawan Jedi?” Before Casper could answer no the alien held up his hands, peered through them, bent his body here and there, and said, “Maroon robes, with naval blue tunic and pants. It’ll make your blonde hair stand out.”

Casper held up his hand and cleared his throat again. “That’s kind of you, but I’m not here for that. You see, I have this case and part of the physical evidence included a piece of rare clothing material called fedarok. I’ve wonder if you carry such a thing in your stocks?”
Rousch looked openly offended. “Fedarok leather! Sir, I would never used that material to make any cloak! The Republic has that on their banned list because the species from which it came from is extinct!”
“I’m impressed.” Casper then lied. “You’re the first tailor/designer I talked to today that knew what fedarok leather was.”

“Because I use only the finest of legal materials. Look.” Rousch went over to one of the dummies, covered in a full length, eloquent, and very detailed lavender ball gown. “This will be the dancing gown that will be worn by the Mon Minuettaeta herself later this month at the Galactic Ball. I could use hyborq silk for this occasion if I wanted to be absolutely perfect, but I know full well that hyborq silk is illegal. So, I use talgon wool.” He returned to Casper and said, “I have an extensive clientele list of whom wish anonymity and no entanglements of an illegal nature. My greatness is in the fact that when someone sees my work their curiosity gets the best of them and they ask the wearer. It’s been my tradition here since I opened this place a century ago.”
“I see,” said Casper with a knowing, thoughtful nod of understanding. “You deal with some very powerful people.” Rousch nodded. “You draw attention towards your artwork…but yet you pass on the glory?”

“The glory is when they wear my artwork, Padawan Jedi.” Rousch gestured peacefully outward. “I don’t like distracting attention. Of any kind.”

Casper nodded again and said, “I can see why. I mean when I walked in this place just about everyone that saw me ran for the door. Very afraid. Hell it was like I was the angle of death itself.” He crossed his arms in front of him and gave the owner his best, hard glare. “I wonder why that is.”

Rousch smiled, but nervously. He said, “People are always a little afraid of the Jedi. Look what you can do with a lightsaber. With a gesture of your hand.”
“True.” Casper kept his arms crossed in front of him and slowly proceeded to walk towards the owner. “Then again, I’ve been around this galaxy long enough and far enough to know that those who fear a Jedi….have that fear because they are up to no good.” He stopped when Rousch suddenly began to backpedal with some worry on his face. His eyes were blinking rapidly, a sign that he was clearly nervous. “I wonder if I should stand outside the door of your place here, and see who else doesn’t want to come in.”

Rousch gave him a pleading look, followed by raised hands. “No, please. Why do you want to do that? We’re doing nothing wrong here.”

Casper backed away a few steps and did a quick walk around the room, looking everything over. “Nothing wrong? How about the fact that this place isn’t listed in commerce listings. Do you know that’s a felony?” Actually it was a misdemeanor, but he was testing the man’s knowledge.

“I-I can explain that,” began Rousch, playing with his collar. “I really can.”

“I’m sure you can, but first you will tell me who you sold fedarok leather hide cloaks to.”

Aghast and graying from his black color, Rousch said, “I have all ready told you we don’t sell those cloaks.”

Casper stopped in mid stride, held up a finger, and said in a calm tone, “Rousch, do you want to know how I know you are lying? Because when I asked you before if you ever sold fedarok you said you never used that material to make any cloak.” We watched Rousch look even more sick and withered when the alien realized that he screwed up. “I never said it was a cloak. I never said it was anything. All I asked was if you sold fedarok.”
The Padawan Learner, taking what he learned from his Master, approached Rousch carefully and said gently, “Someone had wore a fedarok leather cloak in a gruesome murder.” He didn’t know that for sure, but then again he had to illicit information some way. “All I need to know is who you sold those cloaks to, and I promise you I will go away and never bother you or close your place down.”
Rousch looked desperate, he looked scared, and he looked ready to cry. He whimpered, “You can’t do this.”
Casper forced his eyebrows up. “Really. Why?”

Rousch inhaled deeply, stood up taller, and said, “Why do you torment us? What have we ever done to you, after all these years? Nothing. Nothing at all!”

The sudden change of subject took Casper off guard. He said, “I don’t understand. All I want is some information and I’ll be gone.”

“Oh no,” said Rousch with a shake of his finger. “You’ll never leave us alone now. You know too much. But what can we do against you. Nothing.” He put his hands flat against one another and held them up in plea in front of Casper. “If I tell you anything you will never stop coming here. Please, we have done nothing wrong. Just…leave, I’m begging you. We’ve been leaving in this community in peace for ages now.”

Confused, Casper said, “I don’t know what you are talking about, but the longer you put off telling me the more I want to bring a lot more trouble for you here. Whoever this ‘we’ is, if you don’t want them hurt, and I promise you I won’t hurt anyone, then just tell me what I want to know. How hard is that for you to understand?”
Rousch choked on his next words and so he stopped himself from yelling. He looked more prepared to throw up than talk. Finally he said, “What I understand is that the Jedi have always betrayed us who have followed the E’oqerst ways of peace and enlightenment. Betrayed us to our deaths in order to cleanse the Sith out of us.”

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 22.2

With the admission that Rousch had given Casper saw no other alternative; he contacted the Jedi Order immediately and within a few minutes Ros and five more Jedi Knights showed up, along with a few Republic Guardsmen in landspeeders. Casper met with Ros outside while the others went in to check the store out and prevent anymore patrons from leaving and went over quickly what had occurred. Afterwards Ros looked at the building in puzzlement and said, “You know, I’ve been in Poet’s Center so many times I can’t remember the exact number, but I swear I never knew this place existed.”
Casper just shrugged his shoulders. “Well unless you’re really looking for it in the big city how can you see it?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe this Sith hive was here on Coruscant all this time. Under our noses.”

“Well technically you can’t call it a Sith hive,” said Ros with a bit of a pointed tone in his voice. “I got this feeling that these folks are Sith worshippers.”

“They called themselves E’oqerst,” remarked Casper. Just then one of the Jedi was helping Rousch out gently to a landspeeder; Rousch was wearing a very black cloak with the hood pulled up and he appeared upset. The Pascarian’s emotional release was too eerily similar to the one Reverend Euphist Questant had last year; Reverend Questant was the Harmony of Masks Path sect leader Ros and Casper had questioned in regards to a former member of the religion’s son who had acted out on the orders of the Legacy Virus, who then bore horrible witness to his wife Calareen succumbing to the virus as well. He stayed by her side afterwards. Praying hard to Presence to save his good wife. Until she died…
Feeling a bit sick in his stomach, Casper mumbled, “Nature.”

“What’s that?” asked Ros with a questioning look to go with it.

“I said E’oqerst means Nature in Sithian,” said Casper louder. “I…kind of learned the language a little.” He looked at his Master. “They worship the Sith?”

Ros shrugged his shoulders and admitted, “Well, I think they do. There were some of the Sith Conspirators I ran into in the past that played it like that.” He begin to walk towards the Guardsmen landspeeders, where the cashier Jinette stood with a Guardsmen asking her questions; she too sported a black cloak now. “I doubt that we’ll get any information out of the owner now, do you?”
Casper shook his head quietly. After he had called the Jedi Order Rousch just stared at him with clenched fists and his heart filled with anger, but did or said nothing more than silently cried. Ros then added, “Then again what exactly are they looking at in terms of crime? Right now all we have them for is having open an illegal business.”

That comment snapped Casper out of his sick mode and put him in Jedi mode. He said, “Master, they admitted to being Sith.”

“They admitted to being E’oqerst, Casper,” said Ros plainly. “I’m not aware of any crime against being that.” They put the debate aside once they took over for the officer in questioning the girl, who looked ready to faint. Using the Force, Ros generated claming emotions towards her to get her to relax while he spoke. “Ma’am, can we ask you a few questions?”
Sniffling and calming, Jinette said, “Am I going to jail? Is my parents? We didn’t do anything wrong, I swear.”

Ros soothed her with more calming emotions and assured, “As long as you didn’t commit a crime you’ll be free to go. But we need to know who your boss was selling fedarok clothing accessories to.”

Wiping her eyes, Jinette said, “I don’t know, I’ve been working for him for three years but the sale was ages ago. He bragged about it a few times, bragged about some customer bringing him the materials and then he designing the clothing. His biggest sale ever. His proudest sale. He never told me the person’s name.” She gestured towards the building. “He could have retired, but instead he bought the properties and rented out the rest of the buildings nearby, and then paid for everyone’s homes here.” She carefully spoke as if not to be killed. “Our…people’s homes.”
Ros contemplated the situation further, and then asked, “It may be silly to think it, but do you know if he would keep a record of such a transaction?” Jinette shook his head. “Are you certain?”
Cringing she said, “All we have in a way of records is time stamped receipt journals. He wouldn’t record something like that anyways.” She looked around and asked quietly, “Can I go home?”
Casper honestly wanted her and every single one of her Sith followers to be questioned for further information; after all they worshipped the Sith, or so his Master had thought. Perhaps there was something more to the illegal dress shop. Maybe it was a front for the Sith Conspirators!
“Yes,” said Ros quietly. He looked to the Republic Guardsman. “You have her information?” He nodded and gestured outward. “Go in peace.”

“T-Thank you, I will,” she said mutely, but at the last moment she threw an angry look at Casper. She pulled her hood up tighter and quickly walked away.

In disbelief Casper said out the ear shot of anyone else, “Master, are you nuts!”

Ros looked at Casper with a harder glare than Jinette just gave him. “Just what exactly did she do wrong, my Apprentice? She’s merely a employee.”

“A-And a Sith lover!”

Ros crossed his arms, taking an admonishing posture. “I don’t like their choice of worshipper either but this isn’t the Trade Federation; we can’t summarily arrest and execute people for what they believe in religiously.”
“I’m not implying that at all!”

“Then where is your investigative common sense!” Ros’ tone was well above a whisper and it made a few heads turn towards them both. Casper felt the glares and tried not to blush; at the same time he didn’t want to back down. “You measured these people’s feelings, Casper. They have nothing to give us in terms of real substance in regards to our case.”

“They’re afraid-,” began Casper.

“Of us,” finished Ros adamantly. “They’re afraid of us. Afraid of what you and I and the rest here will do to them. If you want to dig into each and every single one of these E’oqerts’ private lives, you will do so when you’re no longer my Padawan.” He tapped Casper’s chest with his finger, hard. “A Jedi must never, ever instill fear in the hearts of the innocent. We do and we’re no different than the evil we have sworn to defeat.”
Casper tried to say something, but failed. Ros didn’t give him another chance. “I’m getting air. Stay here and think!” The Twi’lek stomped away from the crime scene, cutting through the barricades and the gathering crowds of curious onlookers. It wasn’t long before he found himself at Poet Center’s central fountain, sat down on it’s raised lip and sulked. Given the context of their discussion Ros didn’t even want to try to breathe or do anything Jedi related.

After a while Ros found himself no less frustrated by being Casper’s Jedi Master. Recently the young man was making it a real trial; hell, maybe this was his real Jedi Trial. One moment Casper was on the ball, going good, following the training he and Yoda had instructed him to follow. The next moment Casper went off on a non-Jedi behavioral tangent. If Nadja Moranna’s behavior was considered ‘miles from the Jedi Temple’, Casper Knightshade’s quirks were right up there and not in a positive way.
Racking his brain Ros decided to compare his Padawan to the only other Jedi he knew very well next to Enothchild. He would never argue the fact that half the things that Nadja were wrong, but in the end they always turned out positive and for the good; on some level nearly everyone benefited from her actions and motivations. She ran that tightrope line between Code Acceptable and Code Forbidden at full tilt blindfolded in everything she did. In contrast Casper obeyed the Code, followed it to the letter, and by no means considered even doing anything slightly absurd to get what he needed in terms of justice. When it came to that same open space of ethics in which Nadja crossed on a tightrope recklessly Casper just engaged the light bridge. Yet, even for a bridge made of solidifying energy, the Padawan managed to stumble and fall on that smooth surface every once in while, and came up with scrapes, bruises and every other injury that irritated people long after occurring, thus making Casper irritating and annoying. Ergo the results were mixed and too often negative.
Today could have been a great deal; a possible extension of their case break and growth and character development for Casper. What Ros saw just now was two steps backwards! He could have sworn he just saw the late Qualeggoes in his Padawan’s clothes.

As he looked on the other hand of that argument, Ros saw Nadja figuratively staring him in the eyes, from a memory he had when he had become Enothchild’s Padawan. He was a child, but he somewhat humorlessly the same height as his Master’s not yet to be wife so the meeting eye-to-eye wasn’t that hard at all back then; when he learned later who she really was her short height wasn’t funny. At that moment, though, he remembered a lot she had said:

You’re my Padawan’s Padawan, eh? Well listen up, Spanky! I know you’re Alouha Bitter’s kid, but in the Light Side business that don’t mean jack shit to me. You listen to my Padawan and you listen to him good! You don’t and I’ll hang you by the short hairs up in the rafters of the Senate House! You better listen to him, and you better not stray over to the dark side. Do it once and I’ll slice-slice-slice you in pieces! Take this to heart, Spanky: if a Jedi does hate something, it’s the dark side of the Force. Always hate it, but remember don’t hate it so much that you find yourself too deep in it. Trust me, Spanky, you don’t want me coming after you.
Such a harsh commandment was very effective to say the least. Ros, however, did remember that both Enothchild and Nadja instilled a lot in him in terms of compassion and compromise towards those who appeared to be wrong; they were wrong, but perhaps not necessarily up to no good. On the other hand many of the adventures Nadja partook in was filled with enemies who had no repent in them. The nasty of the nasty. There were times when it appeared that someone was evil, but she never made the mistake bigger; Nadja’s lateral hindsight was unmatched except by Enothchild in terms of knowing someone. Nadja just knew who was not deserving of remorse and knew who embraced the dark side like a warm blanket. And she vilified the dark side like no other Jedi in history.
Ros found himself asking the question after all things considered: was Casper’s actions and feelings any different than Nadja’s?

Realizing the lateness of the hour and seeing the thinning of the crowd Ros stood up and was ready to go fetch Casper and have a long talk to with him. It didn’t matter what so long if it had nothing to do with today. Or that damn Sith artifact: he tried a lot of things but it didn’t work for him. Just as he began to walk the shop owner Rousch emerged from the crowd and approached him with his black cloak hood raised to cover his head. Although he sported the visual of a Sith Rousch didn’t inspire fear at all, even if he wore a scary mask. Even being a Sith apprentice wouldn’t be his shtick, that is if Ros ever knew one.
“Master Jedi, a word with you if I may,” said Rousch in a tone mixed with anger but controlled. Undoubtedly he was slighted and was looking for respect if not an apology. Instead… “I understand that you and your Padawan Learner are investigating a murder, presuming that one of my creations was worn in the crime.” Ros frowned a little. Rousch understood the confusion and gestured back towards the gathering of law enforcement officials preparing to leave. “I was told by the young man about it again after he had apologized. He had mentioned it before, before the interrogation.”
Ros wasn’t sure if he was mad at Casper for revealing too much of the aspects of the case, but that doubt was replaced with some pride. The young man admitted his mistakes. “He apologized?”

Rousch inhaled and said, “I’m…still flustered with him. Especially with what he had done here: my store will surely be closed down. But I admire his desire to do what is right. He was born to do so. As an E’oqerst I must accept that without prejudice.”
“Well…did you tell him this?” asked Ros. He really didn’t know what to say to that, given what Rousch believed in.

“No, again I am still flustered. Fearful still of what the Jedi may do to my fellow kind. You have taken away the only place where our kind’s clothing is made and is blessed.” Rousch raised his hand. “But that is a discussion for another day. I come to you because right now I feel I can only talk to you. It is about your case.”

Ros suddenly became Skeptical Man; many times in his life had he ran into suspects of all shapes and shades and sexes ready to submit something of the utmost importance in exchange for something in return, most likely freedom. In Rousch’s case probably his store being allowed to reopen. The Jedi Knight said, “You know by telling me with what you know you’re admitting to having possessed an outlawed material that you sold illegally.”
Sighing in regret Rousch nodded and said, “I know a good lawyer. Friends in high places. For such an old law, I’ll get a slap on the wrist.” He then looked into Ros’ eyes with keen focus. “But if this person had killed someone in one of my creations I do want this person caught and brought to justice. I will not have my work of art used in such a matter.” For the first time since he saw him Ros saw real anger from Rousch; the passion of the clothing artist, and perhaps more than that. “My clothing is made for wearing. For dancing. To be removed by sweaty fingers in the throes of passion. To live. Not for murder.”
Ros nodded appreciatively and said, “Then help me. Who supplied the fedarok? Who did you sell it to? When?”

“I only did it one time, for one customer.” Rousch showed his hands first, then he carefully reached for his large, studded, fashionable belt buckle and took the buckle off. On the other side of it was a data card, which he removed but kept it in his hands. “A Human. Almost three decades ago. I never knew his real name; the one he gave was obviously fake. He came across the fedarok leather on his travels and he desired to have them made into clothing and promised to spare no expense.”

Rousch gave Ros the data card. “On that card is a record of my most…prized works. Detailed with information, including body model scans of who the wears were designed for. The man’s fake name is the file name on the disk: Percy Piercestone.”
Ros felt his hand go numb figuratively with the disk in his hand. He had just caught a big, big break. He asked, “Did this Piercestone happen to pay you electronically?”

“No, with hard currency: fifty Bothan Baron-rated coins.” Ros couldn’t blame Rousch for taking the job; Baron-rated coins equaled one hundred thousand Republic credits. “Half up front, half when I completed the masterpieces.” He chuckled delightfully. “My word, he could afford that price AND he had come in possession of fedarok? You can buy a small country with a square yard of it today.”

Feeling a bit giddy, Ros was starting to get ideas. Given the proximity to the Senate House it stood to reason that the mysterious Percy Piercestone had to be, or still was, a senator. Or someone tied heavily into the government or law or some other industry. But it made sense to him that he was a senator. He asked, “Sir, did you happen to see his face?”

Rousch sighed. “No Master Jedi. Not his real face. He wore something, it was almost like a mask.” He made a grabbing motion in front of his own, long face. “It looked real, and yet not. Anyways the voice and body shape did not match the face.”
“Clothing?”

“Oh expensive! Probably done by Everham Guduis in the Pilan Heights. However it didn’t’ fit him. It was like he borrowed it from someone the same height and weight but not girth.” 

Ros then watched Rousch put a finger to his mouth in thought, and whatever he was thinking it had to be dreamy; the alien’s tiny blue eyes seemed distant. He mused softly, “The order…was for a woman.” He looked at Ros. “A Human woman. Very sexy and mysterious wears. Although most of his order couldn’t be completed do to the constraints of the material imposed I nonetheless did my magic. It was easy.” Rousch made his hands map out the shape of what Ros presumed to be the woman’s shape. “She was unbelievably perfect.”

Clearing his throat Rousch said, “At least ten cloaks; two modified for much colder weather. A purse, a long bag….short and long boots and gloves…utility belt…and some unmentionables. Also I offered some dress templates for her body. The least I could do since I could not make a dress out of the fedarok.”
“And all of this will be on here?” questioned Ros. Rousch nodded. “And you said she was on here?”

“Oh no, just her body model,” Rousch corrected. “The man had done the scan independently and brought it to me. No name. No head. Just…perfection. She made the creations…interesting.” He put his hands to his chest, presumably over his three hearts. “I keep my best works with me always. I never save them on other hard drives. You have my only copy.”

Ros tapped the data card in his right hand, and just in time he spotted Casper slowly approaching. He said to Rousch, “Then all I need is the one file.” Casper arrived, his emotions and face changing to match the curiosity of the moment. “Casper, get this in your data pad and download a file called Percy Piercestone.” Ros turned to Rousch, bowed, and said, “Thank you, sir.”

“Do not thank me or think you owe me: I crave nothing but justice as I said before.” Rousch tucked his hands in his robe sleeves in front of him. “As I said my creations are not made to be used in a murder.” He looked off. “I worry. With little I know I do not believe Piercestone or his woman murdered anyone. But if they did, then they should pay for it.”
Then to both Jedi’s surprise Rousch raised both his hands and said, “May the Force be with you both.” They watched him leave, not sure whether or not to believe that a Sith-like character had just said what he had said. They did believe in his sincerity, though.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 22.3

They were back at the Temple in no time, and Casper was right away loading the Percy Piercestone file into the holoprojector; it was a three dimension image model. In the meantime Ros had sent a short report to the Jedi Council to go along with the other Jedi’s reports and the Republic Guard initial status report. Both Knights were due to give a full accounting of what transpired tonight, but Ros decided that this required more of their attention.

“Do you think the Council will do anything to the E’oqerst?” asked Casper as he finished the upload, sitting ready by the projector in the living room.

Ros entered the space and sensed the Padawan’s change of attitude in mentioning the E’oqerst. The young man was indeed sorry for causing them so much grief. But to ask the question meant there was still some disagreement from early tonight about the whole deal. “Do you want them to do anything?”

Casper thought for a few moments, and then said, “Yes. Leave them alone. You were right, Master. Despite who they are they’re not doing anything wrong really.” He looked up at Ros. “I apologized to Rousch. And I’m sorry that I haven’t done enough lately with what you have taught me.” He shook his head. “I forgot my place.”
Shaking his head and patting Casper’s head like Enothchild used to do to him, Ros said, “No you didn’t, Casper. You were just a little overzealous in your pursuit of the truth. I used a know a few Jedi like that. They had their reasons, and they were right.” He looked him square in the eye. “What you have to do is learn temperament. And timing. Know when to be forceful and when not to be. Read people better. Remember: even when your training is complete the learning never ends.”

The Padawan smiled appreciatively, and Ros stood up fully. “For now let’s see this file.”

Casper turned the holoprojector on, and before them both a full size, rotating three dimensional model of a woman’s body appeared. It was a pure real time capture and not a digital model mock up. And the body was completely naked and detailed.

“Well hello,” mused Ros with a little grin. Although he had taken a bow of celibacy and never submitted to his animalistic urges he was still a male. “I guess it would make sense. In order to get a proper read on the-.” Ros stopped when he looked down: Casper was shying away from the image. The boy was sometimes a little too respectful when it came to sexual beauty, or just a scandalous image. Sighing, Ros said, “Are you looking at this?”
Casper forced himself to stand up and said, “Ah…yes Mas-Master.”

Catching him in the lie Ros gestured towards the image. “It’s a holographic image. She won’t bite you.” Serious about this now, he made sure Casper looked at him as he walked around the image. “You’ve got to realize that there’s going to be things that will shock and disturb you, but by no means must you shy away from them. Observation and deduction from those observations, regardless of the subject matter, can make the difference in any case. Take note of your feelings, but do not live by them. Once noted, move on to the task at hand. You must, because even if you don’t continue with investigations as a Jedi you will be confronted with a wide range of mature imagery. If you can’t get over it, then you’re no good to and for the rest of the universe.”
Casper followed Ros all around with his eyes, doing his best not to look at the hologram; he couldn’t help to look, though; Ros in a way couldn’t blame him whether he looked or not since this was a Human woman they were looking at, and after all -- despite attitudes and actions that pointed to the contrary -- Casper was Human. Still shy, Casper swallowed and said, “I will try…DO Master. I will do my best to get over this.”
Ros assured him. “Modesty is good, but even modesty has its limits.” The Twi’lek was over by the projector now, observing the body model, and noting, “Now THAT’S an interesting tattoo arrangement.”

With some force of will going against his manners Casper looked at what Ros was referring to, carefully looking past the more private areas of the model. Between the model’s breast was a simple, black ink tattoo of a rose; the rose had a stem that bled downward, and from there turned into a waving back-and-forth vine of leaves and thorns all over her abdomen, eventually heading downward…

Blushing, Casper adjusted his tunic around his neck and said, “Yes. Looks…painful.”
Ros shrugged his shoulders. “More painful in the time consumption department. Especially since whoever did the artistry took their time defining every bend in the vine. She must have really wanted it.” He looked it over some more and mused, “But what we have here is an identifying mark.”

“Should I capture it?” What Casper was suggesting was copying just the tattoo alone off the model, isolating it away from the whole body model, and then later run the tattoo through both the Republic Criminal Information Database and the more comprehensive Corellian Identification of Common Criminals and Offenders data Warehouse. Both systems collected data on convicted criminals of all kinds and creeds for identification purpose that could be shared with multiple jurisdictions, from photos to holographic animation to DNA to voice prints; including tattoos, deformities, and other alterations; anything that could exclusively identify a suspect.
Ros had thought about doing that, but he shook his head almost immediately. “No. Remember this guy Piercestone had baron coins. Meaning that the guy and whoever his woman is here is too rich for the planet. There’s no way they’re in the system.”

“Well what if we run Percy Piercestone through the system? Even if it is an alias, that would mean whoever arrested learned of his real name and put the fake name under a.k.a.”

 Ros nodded, but his nod was slow; not because he slowly agreed. He glared at the model hard and quietly, his lekku quivering oddly. Odd enough that Casper noticed it after he had sent his request on Piercestone. The young man had been around the Twi’lek long enough to learn about the species use of communication with their head tales; he could mimic the unspoken words with forehead and eyebrow expressions. Casper could tell that his Ros saw something familiar, or knew something and he couldn’t place where he knew it from.
“Master, what is it?” Casper set his data pad down and stood along side of his Master. “You figured something out.”

Ros began to speak, but stopped to rack his brain some more. He raised a finger, but then curled the finger back down. “I’m…not sure.” He pumped his hand forward, a slight sign of frustration. “I’m not sure.” He held up a finger. “But this is the whole point that I made about observation. No answers now, but in the future the answer may come. Keep everything you see, hear, smell, feel, and even say in mind.”
The Twi’lek turned his attention away from the floating holographic model, took one more quick look at it, turned, stood and thought. He shook his head again, but this time so hard Casper was sure his Master was clearing it. He said, “Again I’m not sure. But what I do know is that my original suspicions were correct. The persons involved in this part are not known criminals. They’re rich.” He looked up at Casper. “They could be or could have been member or members of the Senate, or were full time lobbyists for the Senate. Possibly even a statesperson, like a highly influential ambassador.”
“Well that narrows it down significantly in terms of possible murder suspects,” reasoned Casper.
Ros shook his head again and sighed heavily in frustration. “You may think so. But until we have more to go on than this” he gestured towards the hologram “we don’t have a break: we have two distinctly different cases. One: the Duro case in which one of the murderers may or may have worn a certain type of clothing. The other case: someone may have violated an ancient law on the use of dead animal skins.”
Quickly Ros held up both hands and stressed, “I’m not saying what you discovered is close to being a dead end; that they aren’t connected. In fact I feel we are closer to the truth than we can possibly know at this time. We don’t need to pursue the clothing angle any further.”

Ros grimaced. “But Jedi feelings don’t get us a free cup of caffe, and it won’t get us a conviction in a court of law. If we get there. For all we know this woman” he gestured to the hologram “is a victim as well.”
Ros shut off the projection and looked at Casper with a small smile of encouragement. “Still, it’s significant. It just means we have to go back over everything again. For now, until something else comes out, we go over what we know until something new comes out of it.”

Casper nodded in somber realization. He agreed, but unbeknownst to his Master he had a few possibilities all ready going in his mind. For now, he kept them to himself.
