CHAPTER 7.0
It was customary to approach the Republic capitol world of Coruscant with much of its night side visible in the views of transparisteel cockpit windows even with their solar shading capabilities. Similar to a star's last burst of light before it is totally eclipsed by a moon or planet, the bright reflected glare of sunlight off the world's mostly encompassing metallic surface was intense enough to blind pilots momentarily, which sometimes caused accidents with others in the heavily crowded space system. No system anywhere came close to matching the number of ships orbiting, going in and coming out, nor did they come close to the disorganized madness. It wasn't the case for at least a year, when ships had to follow direct lanes of traffic watched over by Golan Alpha battle platforms; the extra measures spurred upon by the threat of Magus Prophet, the Mersaders Conglomerate remnant, and Prophet's rogue Vhinech risking a chance doomed to failure. Since their destruction, the need for such order and safety was thrown aside. 
So for a second, and only a second, Jedi Knight Ros Ofcheck was very happy -- the feeling of happiness leaned more towards lasting shortly -- to see Coruscant from his passenger seat in the cockpit of his Jedi transport. The next second, the pilot cursed rudely and made an evasive maneuver to avoid hitting a luxury spaceliner that had emerged out of hyperspace about the same time as they did; like everyone else coming from a similar angle vector, they all had the same idea on where to exit from hyperspace so they could all be in Coruscant's friendly shadow. The proximity alarms came on and were just as quickly hit off by the copilots' fist.

"Good Ol' Coruscant," chided Ros sarcastically, remotely relieved only when he knew they entered the planet's gravity well; being so close to the planet at that point meant there was no longer the threat of ships appearing on top of them due to the planet's hyperspace gravity shadow; ships in hyperspace couldn't pass them or they would have been ripped apart. Still, he would take his feet firmly on the ground right now, even though matters in the universe appeared to be right back to normal: all screwed up, begging for someone else to fix the problem.
Sitting down, Ros flipped a switch on the counsel beside him and said, "Casper, are you all right?"

His Padawan Learner Casper Knightshade was very quick to answer. "I will be as soon as I untangle my body. What happened?"

Ros smiled a little; he knew all too well the dangers and fun of being in an awkward meditative position when suddenly the ship had to make a quick move he couldn't anticipate. He said the phrase that would explain it all. "Well, we're home."

"Really?" Casper's question was filled with some doubt that Ros could sense. After a moment, the Twi'lek could feel his Human apprentice using the Force outwardly. "I guess you're right."

The captain gave Ros a cock eyed look, and all Ros could do was shake his head. "Just get up here. We'll be landing shortly." He switched off the comm, and said to the flight crew. "It's been a long trip for him." They turned away, and he could feel their constructive opinions for Casper radiating off them. In some ways Ros couldn't blame anyone if they felt the way they did. There was times the past six months his Padawan almost made him want to get drunk. 
It wasn't all the young nineteen year old Casper's fault, but a few of his complaints and not following along right away to his instruction that had been a staple of their Master-Padawan relationship had suddenly gotten really old really fast since the demise of Magus Prophet, the rescue of Lady Juna Angelleia or has close to one under the condition in which they found her, and the unnerving dark return of a presumed dead Naressa Rapier, Lady Angelleia's mother for whom he had never met. It was the latter of those three that really put both Ros and Casper on their own, distinct edges.
Ros really didn't know how to accept a lot of the things that developed straight out of the relationship his former Master Enothchild Sarch had with the women of the Rapier Clan. He grew to accept the young woman Juna despite the incredible, unchecked abilities in the Force she possessed and the fact that somehow she slipped the Jedi Order's notice when she was a baby. It was the ultra mysterious mother that reeked with the dark side of the Force that made it unsettling and made him question the Vhinphyc's sanity; all the doubt made worse when he was certain -- he felt it, but didn't see it -- she had destroyed the planet Sanctuary, and had done so with an ability no Jedi had knowledge of; and she, too, had slipped the Order's notice. He wasn't sure then what was more disturbing his Master's acceptance of a fully powerful, no doubt Sith as an ally, or a Sith allying with them and with Enothchild for over the past decade. It was that inconceivable question that caused him to not question it further, and in turn it kept Ros from telling the Jedi Council everything he knew, for as little as it was. However, he had the impression that they all ready did know, and that made the whole situation all the more baffling.

And then it was time for Casper to give his accounts. His interview lasted two hours. Ros was asked back into the Council chamber after they had excused Casper, and they proceeded to not ask him about the situation involving the Rapiers at all. Instead they asked him to give a complete account of his teachings and training habits he had bestowed upon his Padawan Learner, and they were very insistent on the even the smallest of details. It took days, from sunrise to sunset, right down the last little detail including which pebbles younger Casper moved with his mind; which made no sense because it was Yoda who had trained him in the beginning until he was eight; Ros just picked up where he had left off. It infuriated him, for only a year before they praised his work with little need for review. Now they were literally giving him what amounted to a colon examination administered by a Wookiee doctor who just had a bad day. And for what?
He found out what. Ros asked Casper what he had told the Council, and his Padawan felt he needed Master Yoda to complete his training. When he wouldn't give him any reasons why, the Twi'lek wouldn't talk to him until he and Casper were summoned back to the Council. More or less the young man through his actions and words was claiming that his teachings were inadequate and ineffective. If there was ever an insult that an apology could barely erase it was when his Padawan Learner was not completely honest with his Master with the way he was being trained, tells him otherwise and says he has complete trust with his Master, and then goes behind his back and tells the highest of all the peers a completely different story altogether. Ros felt a little Nadja Moranna figuratively running through his blood when he saw Casper again; if he had his way, he would have showed him everything he had taught him over the past ten years in five minutes using the Ugly Stick of Common Sense to beat him with just to remind him what they had gone through together. It just tore Ros up; he never felt so betrayed in his life.
The Jedi Council, believed to possess the twelve wisest minds in the entire Order, decided that Casper's claims -- which weren't spelled out -- had no merit. The Padawan's shock was off the scale, and he didn't hide it on his open mouthed face. Knowing that didn't make Ros feel any better about the situation. It was Yoda's knowing glare that forced him not to speak; whether or not it was due to Yoda feeling a little insulted by Casper's insinuations it was unclear; after all Yoda had trained him early on, and if Ros' training methods weren't the real problem, then it had to be the greatest Jedi Master of all time who had screwed Casper all up. No one said it, but did it ever hang in the air like heavy humidity; so much so it made the Padawan sweat a little.
Ros was upset with Casper back then without question. The Council could see it and had advised him not to dwell on his Padawan's mistakes -- yes, it was plural, so whatever he had told them along with his desire to separate himself from his current master must have been filled with errors -- and implored him to consider what the young man had gone through in such a short time. Casper had been through a hell of a lot on a personal level, starting with having to kill a Legacy virus-awakened Sleeping Vhinech child to save himself and the others around him; a Sullustan child with no control of himself any longer, with no way to sway him back from the instilled dark side-use programming in his genes. It had appeared to Ros that Casper had slowly recovered from the ordeal, but perhaps he was wrong.
The Council seemed to see it that way as well; staying together, the two were assigned to Diplomatic-Protocol Duty.

Ros left the Council chamber questioning their wisdom, and continued to do so right after each meet-and-greet for the past six months. There was no mistaking what was involved in the permanent assignment, and for a Jedi at least once in their careers they were going to be evolved in some sort of diplomatic mission, and for a few Jedi it would be towards the end of their lives when they could no longer do the other things Jedi did, such as patrol, investigations, deep cover operations, and protection to name a few. For Ros Ofcheck, a Jedi who had done all those things to be mandated to a diplomacy tour was punishment to him. When a Jedi was mandated to this role they had to follow such very constrictive guidelines like going to any situation totally disarmed and not offer any help outside of their assigned mission criteria; which meant, for example -- and thankfully it never happened -- they couldn't use the Force in emergency situations; they were officially diplomats, not Knights; therefore they weren't allowed the same measures of legalized leeway. The worst case embarrassment scenario would have been either Ros or Casper baring witness to a simple street crime and, in their Jedi uniforms, having to go look for a constable. 
Having to deal with a doubting Padawan while doing the mundane assignments was enough to make Ros' lekku curl in a permanent position. The cake topper to his thoughts came in the form of a message sent by Enothchild, informing Ros that his former Master, good friend, and more or less a father when he was young had quit the Jedi Order. No explanation in the message, yet he all ready knew why. 
Rod didn't understand any of it regardless of knowing that the special relationship Enothchild had with Juna and Naressa Rapier existed. In his personal opinion it was the wrong thing for his Master to do, to give up so much that he had worked and suffered for after all these trying and true years. Beyond the women themselves what would be the reason? To protect the galaxy? If Juna Angelleia was the Dark Hope of the Sith, and without question her mother was both dark and dangerous, then the obvious course of action would be for the Jedi Order to deal with the threat immediately.

And that thought bothered Ros even now as he heard the door behind him open and Casper sat down in the chair beside him. For years as a Jedi Ros had heard time and time again any creature of darkness had to be destroyed; they wouldn't give any mercy, for they were evil and depraved and all they sought was power and selfish glory at the expense of others suffering and dying. Naressa Rapier had those qualities, yet she saved Casper's life before Magus Prophet could take it and she saved Enothchild from death a decade ago and treated him good by allowing him to recover at her home. It was examples like these and a few others that caused Ros' throat to constrict when he talked to the Jedi Council about her and Sanctuary six months ago.
The whole idea of doubt and guilt and holding back came to a head with Casper's feelings about Enothchild leaving the Order: he said it was for the best. That comment put a quick drying duracrete lock on their relationship between Ros and Casper; it wasn't going to get worse that now the Padawan's feelings were all known, but from then on it wasn't going to get all that much better. Their conversations were often short, pointed, and lacked a certain degree of kinship that was in demand for Jedi Training to work. Ros tried hard to work through that block, but Casper wasn't meeting him half way at all. He didn't want this anymore than anyone else, but he had to admit that at his end he was allowing it to happen.
But all that felt like it was going to change. They were summoned by the Jedi Council to return home at once; quickly as possible was preferred. They gave no specific reason, but Ros felt assured it had nothing to do with Enothchild or the Rapier women. Ros hoped he was right in his guess. He would give anything if it was just a simple investigation assignment or even two assignments. It would be just the thing he would need to get past this rut he was in. It would also break the chill between him and Casper as well; perhaps distract whatever was bugging him long enough to figure it all out, and patch up their relationship before it was too late.
"Are you all right?" Ros asked Casper in following up to what happened to him when the ship went evasive. 
"I'm fine," Casper assured him quickly. He rubbed the left side of his face near his eyebrow, a habit he was starting to develop Ros had noticed. "Any word from the Council now that we're close?"

"Nope." And that did bother Ros; keeping transmissions short with no explanation, or sending no heads up information upon their arrival usually meant that the problem that brought them back home in a hurry was a big one. Very big, like Sleeping Vhinech big or Declaration of War big. For security purposes it was best to keep even the slightest information off the airwaves. "I'm sure they'll tell us in detail once we land."
It didn't satisfy his Padawan's curiosities enough. "I wonder what it is."

If there was one thing Ros still found assuring during this time that was jeopardizing his training was the young man's inquisitive mind. To many Jedi such thinking in a Padawan was a dual bladed lightsaber where on one side it was good to have apprentices to ask questions to clarify and explore and on the other side there was a time when the questions had to cease and nearly all non-personal doubts should not exist. Wise, but the practicalities of moral wisdom don't work all the time in a universe like this one, especially when some of those who do wrong don't know how to spell the word 'wisdom' let alone knew what it meant. Some of those minds existed in their own universe where their definition of wisdom and morality was set by them and everyone else violated it. The Hutts would be an easy example of this, but too easy; there were far more disturbing examples in the galaxy and as a Padawan Learner of the Order's most noted investigator in Jedi history Ros saw these disturbances first hand and knew that a Jedi mind with no question flexibility was doomed to overlook such dangers in their most minute form. It was the difference between life and death with him, and however Casper reaches the finish line with training Ros was going to make sure the young man retained that trait. However, it still needed to be tempered with wisdom, and Casper had to learn not to over think 
It wasn't before long that Ros found himself and the others basking in the daytime glow of Coruscant through the cockpit window as they journeyed over the metallic world below. All around, in the sky as well as the ground, was activity; a buzzing line of commuters walking, in landspeeders, in airbuses, and in spaceships; all had a point B to get to, no matter how long it would take them. Their point B came into view in no time, and the spire that was the Jedi Temple stood above all others to grace his weary eyes.
Their ship, a standard Jedi transport with its distinct non-aggressive look of no weapons and all red coloring symbolizing it as a transport of peace, actually could have had its choice where to land because their were so very few ships in the hanger; at best, there were only twenty personal craft left if he didn't count the few that he knew weren't part of the Order's official roster. Ros repeated what the captain said about the scene quietly, "Odd."
"It is, Master," Casper said with equal puzzlement. "Even the starfighters are missing. You don't think…."
Ros turned to Casper and shook his head. "I don't know." With the ship landed now, they stood up together. When they did, Ros noted a familiar figure standing in front of the ship, still as if he had been there the entire time. Gesturing with his eyes, he said, "But we're going to find out very fast."
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 7.1

Casper saw who it was, but Ros didn't measure the response. The sooner he was outside and talking to Plo Koon, the faster the answers would come. A Kel Dor from the planet Dorin, Plo was a long time friend of the Twi'lek Jedi both having met mutually through Enothchild and his wife Nadja Moranna, and later on they fought together as part of the fighting force known as the Headbangers -- Plo was chosen for his experience during the short-lived Stark Hyperspace Wars in which he fought in his youth, plus as Nadja logically concluded in her own unique way: he swore -- Nadja was funny about that; then again, she was funny, and right, about a lot of things. Unlike any other Jedi, Plo was distinct in his appearance via the protective goggles and his face-concealing antiox mask he wore for his physiology couldn't handle oxygen-rich environments; the whole deal stood out on his orange-tan skin and made him look down right evil.
Normally the protocol would be for the Knights and Master to exchange bows, but Plo and Ros never did that with one another even with others around. It wasn't going to change now. They shook hands really quick, and Ros said to get a rise out of him, "Well they let you down from the ivory tower, eh?"

Plo shook his head, snorted in amusement, and said, "Yeah, all it took was strips of my robe tied end to end, something to tie it all to, and an open window." The eyewear made it impossible for anyone to guess whether or not he was looking at anything or anyone, so it normally took some form of announcement to confirm suspicions. "Casper."

"Master," said Casper, and he bowed. Ros couldn't help to hear the exchange of disapproval between the two. Even after six months, whatever Casper has exactly said, it still pissed Plo off and clearly the Padawan still held pat to his beliefs.
"So, what's the deal?" Ros figured to get right to it; Plo seeing and hearing Casper just killed any chance at having a half-joking, half-serious get together to keep the dread and doom down. He gestured around at half empty hanger. "Where is everyone?"
"In one word: out." Plo's bluntness was followed quickly by what he pulled out from under his Jedi robes. Once it was placed in Ros' hands it was just as blunt; it was a large size data pack container with easy jack access with ten data cards all ready in it; ready to be used and reviewed. "Congratulations, you two are back on investigations." With his other hand he tossed another large data pack container to Casper who caught it easily with his Jedi reflexes although he too was equally stunned; not by the good news, but by the data containers. "And when you two are finished with them, there's more. Much, much more. Follow me; one of your cases is down this way. It's got a little more priority than the others, but you're not going to have time to fully concentrate your energies on it"
Ros did follow Plo, gawked at his container for a moment, and said, "Who the hell died everyone on Alderaan? Ten data cards of information?"

"Twenty, Master," Casper corrected for the record. He was still in bewilderment.

Ros nodded and continued, "So, we're looking at…what….a thousand cases combined on these disks?" He wasn't being sarcastic; one standard data card held roughly a hundred small case files complete with images and details. At any given time before Ros handled at least five cases, one at a time. "Times that by two, and that's two thousands cases grand total. What the smeck, Plo, what's going on?"
Plo sighed a little, giving off the impression that he had heard this complaint far too many times all ready. Therefore, he had a pretty good, rehearsed answer. Ros knew, though, Plo wasn't going to use it with him; it was going to be straight to the point. "In fresher term the Republic has literally gone down the shit hole the past six months. Every day it's getting worse. I mean you two have seen it I'm sure."

"Can't say we have," said Ros, a bit surprised by the assessment. "Then again we were visiting dignitaries. The planet's we visited probably put their best face in front of us the entire time, blocking the ugly view."

"Yeah," muttered Plo, glancing over his shoulder at Casper for just a second; disapproval radiated off him, catching the Human's attention once he sensed it. By then, Plo was continuing. "Anyways, in the beginning it was no big deal. Standard flare up. You know how it is around New Years. Then the requests for help from other worlds just kept pouring in. First every day, now its every hour. Hell, even CorSec is begging for help. No fooling." He said that after Ros gave him a double take look. The Corellian Security Force if not on par with the Jedi Order in terms of law enforcement effectiveness was pretty damn close. "Every available Jedi on other details was put on patrol effective immediately. Those with specific skills, like you two, are back at what you do best. Undercover Ops have been handed over to Republic Intelligence and Knights pulled off those assignments."
Ros shook his head. "That's not wise." He had spent a share of his Jedi career just after training in U-Ops, using his Twi'lek heritage to infiltrate Hutt established criminal enterprises in wide variety of roles, mainly as a lowly slave freshly sold into servitude. Dangerous, but very necessary work no normal creature was equipped to handle.

"Believe me I share in your opinion. But Master Yoda made some great points." They were approaching what appeared to be a freighter judging by its size. "'The dangers that are out in the open are far more numerous than the dangers well hidden'."
Casper made a noise of triumph and said, "Master Yoda always knows best."
Ros gave Plo a look that begged the Jedi Master not to respond to that obvious Yoda Worshipping Syndrome response. Y.W.S., a term Nadja Moranna had created, was not a real medical condition it was an figurative observation label applied to any Jedi who used the Grand Jedi Master as their peer model to grow up and live by; they wanted to be exactly like him, and went so far as agreeing with everything he said and had done, practically quoting him in severe cases. It wasn't a bad idea for any Jedi to adopt such a remarkable peer as an example, but there was only one Yoda just as much as there was only one Casper Knightshade. A Jedi followed the Jedi Code and the Jedi 'lifestyle', but it is their individualism and independent thinking that would set them apart from their peers and give them their own identity. Hopefully like most always did Casper would grow out of it. At its worst, many Padawans failed the Jedi Trials horribly when they didn't.
Was there an Enothchild Worshipping Syndrome? No, but Y.W.S. was flexible in definition and was applied to anyone, and Enothchild made certain Ros didn't fall into such a trap; just as Nadja made certain the Vhinphyc didn't follow completely in her footsteps -- and many in the Order thank the good Force for that.
"Certainly the Grand Master does," said Plo nonchalantly.

"Out of curiosity, Plo," mused Ros when they reached their destination "just how many Jedi are left in the Temple?"

The Jedi Master -- a real Master, whereas Ros still had to complete Casper's training to gain the title fully -- grew silent. Again one could only sense what he was feeling. "Little over two hundred."
Casper sputtered before Ros said anything. "But…but the mandatory minimum is a thousand at any given time! In case Coruscant is attacked, or some other major event occurs. We're the Republic Guards' main back up."

"That still holds true," Plo pointed out "except the mandatory minimums. We agreed with the Senate and the Chancellor on this: Coruscant it too big and too populated for an attack. On the other hand, we do realize that puts the Guard in a bind in terms of law enforcement here." He seemed to sense Ros' next question and so answered it. "And no, contrary to election rhetoric everyone with a working brain knows there is no more Vhinech threat. Assessment of the known superpowers in the galaxy is at a mute point, so the need for many of us to remain here for deployment purposes makes no sense."
They finally reached their destination, and Plo gave a look to the starship in front of them. "This here, though, is a problem."
"Why Master?" asked Casper.

"Because," said Plo pointedly, "we don't know why."

It was obvious Casper didn't get it, so Ros jumped right into it by spotting the table the Order set up to place collected evidence on. "I see a forensics teams cleaned it out. So what's the story? You said we had little time to look this one over."
Plo nodded and escorted them towards the table. As they approached Ros took note of the crates that were not Jedi issued or stamped and sealed near the ship's rear compartment ingress. "Indeed, but that status could change in a hurry. Over two weeks ago a major department head for the data security group Gus'vus'tavus Securities decided to become a snitch and told us about a major shipment of stolen Republic hard drives was being moved to Hutt Space. Where from he didn't know, but he knew the rendezvous point. He had information on the hard drives themselves, their registration numbers. They checked out: there have been reports of hard drives coming up missing in key government installations, including one featuring a list of U-Op members from R.I."

Ros kept his ears open as he and Casper examined what was on the table, which wasn't much. All there was so far was reports. Plo continued. "We couldn't pass on this, so we had Qui-Gon Jinn and his Padawan Obi-Wan Kenobi work with the Republic Navy on this. We decided that the snitch, an Aznati named L'legu, shouldn't go into protective custody right away. He wasn't willing too either; he felt the jig would have been up.
"The Navy and Qui-Gon set up shop at the rendezvous point hoping to nail the supplier, the taker, and any evidence on who set it up. The supplier," Plo pointed at the ship, "showed up and all hell broke loose. The owner of this ship immediately escaped the ship after he tripped a self destruct timer. We didn't catch his escape vehicle. Turns out this style of ship, which is native to the owner's home world, is built for quick redundancies and contingencies. Except for the self destruct. It was so badly put together all it did was create a light show and nothing else."

Ros shook his head as he lifted the biological detection charts. "Why don't these idiots just prematurely decompress the ship? It's harder to put the pieces back together that way."

"They never learn." Plo gestured his head towards the charts Ros gave to Casper. "The ship's registration says it's the Norbert, captained by Bealis Beassely, a Human from Cypra VI. DNA scans and testing done on the waste tank points to a Pasulnamu owner, so you know the registration is totally fake."
Ros stewed over the information for a moment, and then gave Plo a nod to continue. Plo lead the he and Casper towards the crates near the ship. "If anything else he should have dumped the cargo, blew it out the doors and let space and decompression manhandle it. This Pasulnamu, I tell ya, has to be a complete novice as a smuggler, or he's the worst smuggler ever."

"So the hard drives were recovered?" asked Casper.

"No." Plo opened the nearest crate and showed them how empty it was. "In fact there is no indication whatsoever that there was even a microchip in these boxes. You see some Republic hard drives-."

"Have radiation leakage from their electromagnetic strobe," said Casper quickly, seemingly all ready knowing the answer. "It's low, but detectable by sensors. These boxes are not lead lined. To avoid sensor detection you would want that."

"An excellent observation," said Plo in genuine approval. "So on its face it would seem like the drop off had all ready taken place but a sensor sweep killed the theory. The next dumb question is why leave the crates on the ship? We're talking about over a hundred hard drives of various sizes squeezed into these eight crates." He then pointed at a small mark near the lid seal of the crate. "Then we spotted this."
Ros leaned in and examined it: it was a black dot, surrounded by a spike halo and four spires jutting north, south, east, and west. Standing up he said in recognition, "Black Sun." He noted Casper's confused look. "You've heard of them before. They're a very little known criminal organization, rivals of the Hutts. Some suggest they run the entire criminal network of the galaxy." Finished, he realized, "A smuggler was running empty Black Sun crates deep inside Hutt Space?"

"It gets better," said Plo mournfully. "Our snitch? He vanished. We got his statements, its on record for what little it will do."
"Because even with him this whole thing doesn't make much sense," said Ros.

"There's one thing that may point you in the right direction. We found a note in his apartment. It had an old friend's name on it: Sword Serpentine."

Ros just blinked himself awake on the mention of that old, old name. "Serpentine? You're kidding me? I thought he was still pounding rocks somewhere. Or dead." Plo shook his head, and Ros put his hands on the crate, gazing back over at the table of collected evidence. "Well now it makes sense."

Plo let out a sigh and said, "Maybe, except we'll never know." Ros once again shoot a look towards his friend. "CorSec confirmed it this morning. Old Sword was gunned down on Tatooine. He and three of his sons. Who did it is an utter mystery. So is it connected? Hard to say."

"Yeah, especially since we won't have our own U-Ops anymore," said Ros slightly disgusted. There were more answers than desired to him, and now he understood why it wasn't the highest of priorities to solve this case. "So this is either the Hutts or a Black Sun conspiracy, one against the other, all involving a missing software manager, a smuggler whose only luck was in escape, and four dead Serpentines with a great deal of possible information to share." He looked at Plo and smirked. "Gee, Plo, don't hold back."
If he was smirking back it was hard to tell for Casper. But Ros just knew he was; he knew the man well. "Well I didn't want you to ever think I was going soft on you, Ros. Be assured you're not the only ones investigating stuff. Just right now, you two are the best in that category."
Casper actually smiled a little in the compliment. Ros, though, noted that Plo had stopped himself short, had chose his words very carefully. That wasn't like Plo who was straight forward. The Twi'lek Jedi knew why. Enothchild would have been the Jedi for this kind of job at this critical time, and Plo didn't really want to bring the Vhinphyc up in front of him. 
Ros just shrugged his shoulders and said, "It's alright, Plo. Don't hold back on mentioning Enothchild. He would have been the point man on this, and he should be."

Plo's body seemed to lose tension and a sigh slowly escaped his breathing mask exhaust ports. "Ah Ros, you know…" He stopped when he looked at Casper, apparently catching something he didn't like. Ros didn't see it or hear it, but suddenly Plo said, "Look, let's go somewhere. You and me Ros. Maybe Nue. We'll talk about it."
Hearing Nue Cadabel's name caused Ros to smile a little. The old, cranky Ithorian probably had a few choice things to say about Enothchild's departure and the way he handled it with him. "Sure. That'll be cool. Padawan?" Casper looked up just in time to catch the container Ros threw to him. "Go through some of that and we'll hit it first thing in the morning. I, Master Plo, and Knight Nue are going out. Oh and here." He tossed him his comlink. "I won't be needing that."

"But how will I contact you," Casper said slightly exasperated. "I would think these cases would take precedent."

"And they will. Tomorrow. At dawn if we're lucky. Whatever you discover meditate and make sure of what you have discovered." Ros and Plo walked off to the lifts together, leaving behind a fuming Padawan Learner to contemplate the rest of his future for that day. Meanwhile, they were going to go get Nue, have a few drinks, and perhaps share notes. For old times sakes.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 7.2

When it came to Jedi Knights, there were a lot of examples that appeared everyday to everyone that fell under the heading 'contrary to popular belief…' They are misconceptions, born right out of the principals of the Jedi Code, further fueled by the heroic tales of the Jedi, the radical embellishments of the heroic tales of the Jedi done by overzealous witnesses and those starved for attention, or ratings, who possessed the power of creative license.
To some in the crowded pub called the Plop Down, in the heart of the Mizar District of Coruscant, seeing three obvious Jedi Knights walking in caused even the law abiding to get a little nervous -- and those with warrants to find an exit, any exit, pretty damn quick while not looking so ridiculously obvious. To watch the same three Jedi sit down in the back and order a round of drinks and relaxing in a very civilized manner really threw them for a loop. Not the owners behind the bar; they knew not everything they heard about others in regards to the Jedi was true, and they knew because they knew Nue Cadabel very well. Not because Nue saved them from a robber once -- actually, he had a dozen times -- but because he was a frequent visitor to the establishment on a once a week, at the end of the week basis. With their orders and with the Ithorian leading the way he, Ros, and Plo clinked mugs, drank deep, and dispelled another myth that Jedi Knights do not drink adult beverages -- they did, they just drank responsible and always off duty.
It wasn't long before the small talk began and quickly it was centered on Nue. In a few days time a new year would begin and he would have to take his mandated five year layoff as Headmaster of the Potentials, Initiates, and Padawan Learning Center -- Padawan Learning Center or P.L.C. for short. More of a system than an institution but it was both; Nue coordinated, evaluated, and investigated along with his aides all the information that came in on those children who showed Jedi potential, taking much of the burden of responsibility off the shoulders of the Jedi Council who still had a final say on whether a Force sensitive child would be examined and trained. However it was the research and strict criteria featuring background checks, genetic clarifications, testing, and deep family history study that Nue developed after the Sabbath Massacre that often swayed the Council's decision. Sometimes it wasn't up to the Council at all because the information was stark and clear. Once the child was approved and was moved into Nue's care for rearing and raising the evaluations continued through observations which took into account everything.
Just as unusual for beings to see the three Jedi in the bar, it struck any Jedi that didn't know Nue well at all why the Ithorian was allowed to be ahead of such an important institution. He was still a Knight in status, never have taken an apprentice. And he was notoriously cranky, which would suggest a lack of patience, compassion, and resolve. Contrary to that belief Nue had all those to go along with his heart, wisdom, and the sidewinder cracks coming out of both of his mouths.
But for the next five years no one had to put up with his crankiness unless they asked for it. A fact Plo Koon pointed out before toasting his friend and fellow Headbanger. "To Nue Cadabel, cranky old fart for life!"
"I second that," chimed Ros, holding his mug up against Plo's mug with a slight grin.

Out of his left side mouth, Nue just said, "Yup. I'm old. And I was there when they wiped both you turd's little butts." 
They clinked their mugs and both Ros and Nue held their mugs to their lips, not drinking as they kept an eye on Plo. The Jedi Master quickly undid his breathing mask and just as quickly took a long first drink from his malt ale; afterwards he would be sucking the brew through a special apparatus built into his mask. 
"Someday we're going to have to go through the trouble of drinking anything through a mask," said Ros to Plo as he put his mask back on. "Maybe throw a party in your room."

Plo's room had a chambered-sealed section where his natural air environment existed, where he could take off his mask and breathe freely. The Kel Dor chuckled and said, "Fine if you don't mind the extra carbons making your veins bulge out of your body anyways. Don’t forget," he gestured towards himself, "reddish orange is not my natural skin color. That's the oxygen beating down on my skin."

Nue examined his graying, spotty skin and mused, "I'll probably sprout bright yellow polka dots in that atmosphere of yours, Plo." His eyes stalks caught something moving through the crowd and both his mouths began to water. "Oh my, my, my, look at that will you two?"
Ros and Plo looked in the direction Nue was and didn't see anything that would catch their interest. Nue continued his commentary, practically lost in desperate yearning with each passing second. "No real words can describe it. They're large. Succulent. Juicy. Thick." He set his mug down, held his large hands up, and started to make rounding shapes. "Just gazing upon them I'm blinded."
The other two noted a rather attractive female waitress that stood out from the rest of the crowd. Outside of her species she offered a little of everything to multiple species in height, shape, hair, and the right number of sets of breasts. Not that Ros and Plo obsessed over such things because of their commitment to celibacy, but still they appreciated the appearance of women in a respectful manner. But Nue was more firm in the celibacy belief than they ever were, so his words and actions and feelings were even strange for him.

Until they saw the food the waitress was carrying on her tray, and before they acknowledged anything Nue spelled it out for them. "Big ass bantha steaks. Look how thick those babies are? One cut piece could choke the depression out of anyone." He sighed and stared hard at his brew. "Sizzling hot. Greasy. High in protein. Aye, Lads, you two have it too good being omnivorous. I hate being an herbivore."

Ros smirked and could barely contain himself; Ithorians were total vegetarians, their physiology only capable of breaking down fruits, plants, and nuts. He said, "For Force sake's Nue have you ever tried just putting a piece of meat in your mouth just to savor the flavor and then spit it out?"
"Oh no, I couldn't do that," said Nue. "I have an idea what it tastes like just by smelling it and looking at it…"

"And ogling at it," chimed Plo with a snicker. "And stalking it. And molesting it. Pretty soon all meat's going to put a restraining order on you."

"Ah go suck down some more brew; your underwear is too tight," Nue threw back. He gazed back at the table in which the steaks were served, watching intently as the Human at the table cut a bite and consumed it. "Nah, Lads. If there is one thing I fear in this universe it’s the end of a good dream. I would hate for my tongues to tell me it tastes like something else." He snapped his long fingers together and said to the two, "Promise me that on my death bed, on the last hour of my days, that one of you will bring me a big bantha steak, cut me a piece if I am too weak to do it, and feed it to me, and make damn sure that I swallow it."
"You'll throw it back up," chimed Ros.

"Nah, I won't. So promise me."

"Sure." Ros looked at Plo, who could only nod because he was busy sucking in some brew through a straw. "You aren't saying you're going to die soon, are you?"
Nue just chuckled and said, "You know better than that. Maybe I will be patrolling like everyone else. Right Plo?" To that, the Jedi Master shrugged his shoulders as he continued to drink. "The future isn't that clear."

"You can say that again. Take me: I didn't see my Padawan Learner's blindsided attempt to discredit me." Once the purr came out of his throat, there was no stopping Ros from uttering what else was on his mind bothering him; it just seemed to be the perfect time to speak his mind. "Or my best friend leaving everything he had worked so hard for behind at a drop of a hat, only telling me through a monotone message with no real reason why." He peered down at the top of his mug and said before drinking, "Yeah, what are the odds of those two unforeseeable events coming to pass."
Plo and Nue looked at each other uncomfortably because of the spontaneously of Ros' small outburst. It wasn't the alcohol talking, loosening up his tongue. Clearly what bothered him were the past six months and the lack of not knowing why on both fronts. 
Plo sighed and shook his head. "Ros, I couldn't even begin to tell you where Casper was coming from."

"How about his excuse because he won't tell me." Ros set his drink down, gesturing out his frustrations in front of him. "For the last eleven some odd years I've trained him with no real problems. If he had any problem with my instruction he should have seen it long before then. And if he wasn't wise enough to it, then surely the Council would have seen it."

"I'm not affronted by that comment, by the way," said Plo affronted. He crossed his arms in front of him and leaned back. "I was there. What he told us is between him and the Council." He then stressed, "But don't think for one second I didn't stick up for you."

Ros could tell he hit a nerve in his friend. Still he was irked. "I don't blame you, Plo. Or the Council. What I just want to know is what possessed Casper to do that to me. That day, that very same day before he went in, all was hunky-dory. He was withdrawn, perhaps, but not because of me I would have felt it."

"There's no guarantee of that," Nue said for the first time on the subject. "The relationship between a master and his apprentice is sometimes a blinding one."

"And just how would you know?"

Nue's eyes widened and he slowly lowered his mug down hard on the table. "Just because I never taught a brat how to float crap doesn't mean I don't understand the character dynamics of it. I've been around this block twice before the both of you were born, and let me tell ya it’s the same every time. Master, apprentice. Father, son. Mother, daughter. Teacher, student. Sometimes the relationship gets too close even when it seems too far apart. You think you know your Padawan, but not really."
"That's right. Right there. You hit it." Ros sat back in a huff. "I thought I knew my Padawan."

Plo leaned in and added, "I know its frustrating not knowing the why of it, but that's the rule you're not suppose to know because you're suppose to figure it out. But know this: Casper's excuse used in a different way would have had merit, but in the context he did use it for really, really, really ticked Yoda off." He let out a low sound and leaned in. "I never seen Yoda so upset with anyone in all my days. Everyone else wasn't too happy with Casper; even Mace Windu lost his cool. But Yoda…he gave the boy an earful."

Ros was a little surprised by the news of the Grand Jedi Master's reaction. "Well…Casper was Yoda's Padawan first."

Plo shook his head. "That never figured in it. Yoda made damn sure Casper understood that when he talked him down."
"Yet I still had to get the colon exam."

Plo gave off an impression of genuine sympathy. "I won't name names, but five wanted to stick to procedure." He grabbed his mug. "The rest of us had to fall in line." He took a drink through the straw again, and then continued. "By that time I wanted your side of it, in regards to Sanctuary or the training or both. Essentially the target issue was you so that's where we focused. Be thankful, Ros, that afterwards no one on the Council thought less of you."
"But they did of Casper," stressed Ros. "And anything he does wrong is a reflection upon me. That was obvious with the diplomatic assignment. You know that isn't my specialty."

"I know," said Plo, raising his mug and preparing another draw from it. Before he did, he said, "That's one of the reasons why I recommended it."

Ros gave his friend a slightly rotten look. "You did?"
Plo nodded, finished drinking, and said, "Damn right I did, and knowing what I know now with your attitude I would do it again. Do you know what the alternative was, Ros? To keep the both of you here and have you two do absolutely nothing. And when I mean nothing, Ros, I mean choose another hobby because anything remotely Jedi related wasn't going to happen."

Nue butted in and said slightly surprised, "That sounds totally asinine."
"Compared to what: purging Casper?" 

Ros went to say something and stopped when he realized what Plo had said. Nue tried to take a drink, but he couldn't work his hands or his mouths; a lot of it having to do with what they all knew what purging was all about. Purging a Jedi of their knowledge of the Force was the next to last extreme the Jedi Council had as a choice, a process reserved solely for the disenfranchised that didn't look at death as a feasible, worth while pursuit. Very few had ever chose this way out; for the rest it was pressed upon them and that made the process all the more harder and graver. Most of what was removed was everything the Jedi had learned and experienced with the Force; memory blocks and altered mind states made sure of the rest that still lingered inside, leaving the purged individual with a feeling of awareness but with no instinctive need to use the Force. However, it was never perfect; the last known purge was done on Dux Gheruit, and before he died he had butchered hundreds of people, including his own family, in a fit of dark side madness and hysteria. 
Not that Casper was going to head down that road, but nonetheless to talk about purging a Jedi was something that was never used as a punch line.

"Yeah, it came up," said Plo apprehensively. He slid his mug to the middle of the table; it wasn't empty, but clearly the change in mood killed his desire to finish what he originally started. "He still hasn't gotten over having to kill that boy on Sullust, and he feels he failed Lady Angelleia, that he couldn't stop what Magus Prophet had done to her. One thing goes and compounds the other. When he's left alone, doing nothing, then that is all he thinks about."

Nue set his mug down and said, "Worst case of Y.W.S. heard yet. It's one thing to see or hear someone full of himself with ambitions of Yoda to catch a few guffaws. It's another when they fail with terrible consequences. Even when it isn't their fault." 
Ros frowned because he was a little disgusted with himself. He said, "I know he was having problems shortly after Sullust. He had one or two spontaneous, alien reactions to things, but nothing serious." He didn't quite how that sounded coming from him. "I mean if there were more problems I would have seen it."

"You wouldn't," assured Plo. "Like I said what he did to you was wrong. Without going through all the details he used you as an excuse for his own problems. Don't deny it because you know that to. And be it pride or whatever bug crawled up his ass since Sanctuary Casper isn't going to admit that he's wrong. You know it, and he hurt you." Ros didn't deny it. "That's why you couldn't see it anymore."

"Another good reason to get me out there on diplomacy?"

"Perhaps, but I suggested it for Casper's sake not yours." Plo rubbed the back of his head. "But I think the others went along with it because it was for both your own goods. Apparently, we were wrong judging by the cold of space you two put between each other."
Ros slumped down in his seat a bit and gazed hard at his drink. Plo continued after he guessed wrong that Nue was going to say something and didn't. "I can't blame you, Ros. I really can't. However you two have to get it together, especially for his sake. A lot of his problem also has to do with what's ahead for him. On one hand he has a difficult Jedi life that's going to be filled with many more instances just as worse as six months ago."
Ros cut in and finished it. "On the other hand he'll be twenty in the coming year." He rubbed between the rounded protrusions created by his lekku on his forehead above his eyes to ease the guilt knot that was beginning to tighten there. "Another wonderful trip back to his home world to gain another inch of Forgiveness from his grandfather."

Nue noted Ros' shutter and felt Plo loose his cool feelings towards Casper because of the subject point that was brought up, and frankly he found himself pitying the young man as well. Casper was born in a family that embraced the Oracle of Circles sect of the ancient Vhinphyc religion known as the Path, and those who didn't follow their Life Path as ordained by their parentage were sinners in the eyes of those in the faith. To remain within the Flock and stay in contact with the family, the sinner had to bare the Mark of Forgiveness, a tattoo placed on the brow of the recipient by the Flock's reverend; a mark that had to be extended by one inch every ten years. In order for Casper to be taken into the Jedi Order, Yoda had to agree to this condition with Casper's grandfather Onus Nightshade, who also happened to be the reverend of the religion.
Baby Casper was marked, and when he turned ten he had to go back, without Ros, and endure practically a four month round trip in and out of a personal hell. When ten year old Casper returned from that trip the boy was very shaken and questioned every little thing Ros showed him for three months and it took that long for him to finally tell his Master what happened. It turned out the boy was practically beaten up psychologically with Reverend Nightshade's rants, hints, innuendoes and, worse, the truths. It didn't help, as also a condition of the deal, that he couldn't see any member of his family; Casper could feel them, but that was offset by the good reverend's obsessive need to tell him that being a Jedi was going to send his parents and kin to the Bowels of Lore -- the Path's version of hell.
At the time all three men at the table thought that was the worst that could happen to Casper on a personal level. Eventually Ros built his confidence back up, and the boy found a resolve to become a Jedi as soon as possible; if he did before he turned twenty, he was no longer obligated to return to his home planet of Lonestar to extend the Mark of Forgiveness. There, it was easy to see, that the determination to become a Knight only fueled Casper's Yoda Worshipping Syndrome problem, prompting Ros to slow training down many times. Overzealous behavior laid to close to crossing the line into the darkness.
Despite of his faults, no one at the table really didn't want Casper to go through that again; especially now with what happened six months ago so fresh in his young, troubled mind. 

"I oughta go with him on this next trip," said Nue, "and give that grandpa of his a good dose of Jedi stare."

Ros sighed heavily, his lekku relaxing straight. "You can't go, Nue."

"You can't go, Ros," Nue implied. "I'm not the boy's Master. And I have nothing else better to do. And if the prune tries anything stupid with Casper I'll goat stomp him; I have no problem putting any person in their place." He shrugged his shoulders and pointed out, "Now if he completes his training before hand, you all don't have to worry about me going."
Ros laughed a little, needing it after all the heavy stuff that came out. He said, "So my pride is making me so big headed?"

"Well," mumbled Plo carefully, but then he got right to it. "You're not the only one being big headed towards Casper. I just wished he never had done what he did."
"Odd." Ros took another drink before continuing. "What you just said, Plo. I've asked that question many times, but it stopped in regards to Casper two months ago."

Nue sighed deeply and said, "When Enothchild left." Ros nodded. Plo suddenly realized he had a drink to finish and grabbed his mug. "You probably feel out of the loop with that."
"You would too with the message he left me," said Ros, a little bit of sourness entering his tone. "I mean I was ready to ask him for some advice on how to deal with Casper. I opened my message account and there it was." He picked at his mug of brew again in agitation. "The only part I believed was that he left. He said things like…"

"'For the good of the Order'," said Plo very low key. "I bet I could recite the whole message. It’s the same thing he told the Council."

"And?"

Plo realized that Ros asked him a question. "We didn't believe him either, but we can't deny him his right to leave. I wish he was here now. I mean not at this table, but one of us, getting ready to go out there to save the day again. And no, I didn't like him leaving either."

Nue cleared both his throats and leaned towards the middle of the table; fresh in his mind he clearly knew at least one secret reason why the Vhinphyc left. "He had his reasons for leaving. They're sound ones. I can't fault him."
Ros, who knew a secret or two as well but not remotely related to what Nue knew, said, "So why did he leave?"

"I think you know why." Nue drained the rest of his mug and gave it the customary slam on the table. Instead of going with the secret he knew, the one which the once thought to be dead Naressa Rapier had at one time unbelievably carried Enothchild's unborn child, he went with the convenient and perhaps real truth. "He feels awfully bad about what happened to Juna."

Ros knew most of the circumstances that lead to the bad things that happened to Juna. He suddenly felt…odd and concerned, and took a quick look at Plo with his eyes. He wasn't too sure what to say in front of his friend all of the sudden, and oddly he felt what seemed to be like the first time that Plo Koon was a member of the Jedi Council. Unsure what his friend knew, Ros felt his throat start to dry.

"Well I guess that means both Casper and Enothchild have something in common," said Ros dryly. He tried so hard not to make that sound like it did; it could have been interpreted as condescending. 

"I totally disagree," said Plo quickly -- he did interpret it as such. "Casper feels bad on a totally different level than Enothchild does. Sometimes that big lug feels for people too much with his heart."
"I know….look, Plo, I didn't mean to make it sound that way," said Ros diplomatically, holding up a hand. Sighing, he rested his hands in front of him. "I just didn't want him to leave, that's all."

Nue looked between the two with a slight glare and said out of his left mouth, "And what's so bad about that?" The other two looked at him and realized that Nue wasn't pleased with either of them. "He left. It's not the end of the universe. He had his reasons and regardless of what they are you two don't like them from two completely distinct angles. Fine and noted."
He leaned in more, but Nue didn't lower his voice down when he spoke through both his mouths. Apparently he wanted to make sure they heard loud and clear. "Here's a third. I was there over a century ago when his mother and father brought him to the Temple. I know him better than you two, and yeah I don't like that he left the way he did, but since then I've realized something: he wasn't meant to stay a Jedi forever."
Plo exchanged a look with Ros and then said, "What makes you say that, exactly?"

Nue didn't back down. "He married young, Plo. And when Nadja died that killed him. Hell, you might as well say he left the Order then; eight years without contact? He probably couldn't bring himself to say it."
"That's pretty far fetched," pointed out Ros.

"I know him," said Nue assuring. "Back then he had no reason to go on. Then suddenly Nadja gives him a reason." He pointed at the both of them. "By the way, what were we all doing that was so damn important that we didn't just drop everything to go see him? Not right away: I mean when we did have some free time. I'll tell you why we didn't go: we were too sure that he was all right. I should have known better. He didn't take Anka-Dee's leaving well at all. Nadja's slow death and the circumstances around it tore him up. 

"But that girl gave him new life. Gave him a reason to believe in the Force again. To be a Jedi. Look at the results, look how well he did in rounding up the Vhinech after he healed. You can't buy Jedi efficiency like that. Juna gave him purpose and so what if it trumped the Force."

Nue sat back, looked at Ros with a hinting glare, and said, "And then he spited her, and look what happened."

Plo looked between the two, leaned in, and asked, "Just what exactly did he do?" Ros and Nue looked at him and there was no mistaking their weariness. He said slightly exasperated, "Look, pretend I'm not on the Council. Pretend I'm your guy's best friend. Pretend anything you like, but whatever you say will stay at this table. I swear it!"

Ros and Nue measured each other, trying to gauge what the other exactly knew. Nue fell silent, so Ros went ahead and relayed the story he and Casper was told by Dizzy and Muriel Arnes that caused Juna to abruptly leave Coruscant right in the middle of her examination to become what she always wanted to be: a Jedi. About the kiss Juna forced upon Enothchild. About the revelation of betrayal featuring Enothchild and Naressa Rapier, Juna's mother. Of course it was what Ros knew; Nue knew the other half of the equation, but no way in hell was he going to tell them that she was pregnant.

Finished, Plo sat back and despite his large, powerful body he looked very beaten and weak, barely raising his hand up to catch the attention of a passing waitress so he could order another full pint of brew; they normally just drank one, but Plo wanted to immediately forget what he just heard. He tried to talk, but it just seemed impossible to. "I can't believe….I mean Enothchild's bent the rules sometimes, not as bad as Nadja…..But he loved Nadja…." Plo was practically acting like a mental patient being examined by Lars Breck; he couldn't quite comprehend what was going on even knowing what he knew, and especially the exclusive stuff he did know.

Plo finally gave up rationalizing it, used the Force to hurry his order to his hand from the surprised waitress' tray, moved his mask up and drained about half the mug in one gulp. He set the mug down, slowly worked the strong ale down his throat, and finally lowered his mask back down in place. Clearly a little more relaxed, he sat back and said, "And Misses Rapier's alive." That was a known fact from everyone involves' reports.
A little troubled by the fact would have been enough for Ros. However he had seen her on Magus Prophet's ship the Orpheus, in all her darkness and evil, doing things with the dark side of the Force -- or all of the Force period -- that he never knew existed. He was troubled that his Master would associate with such an obvious dark side creature after what Enothchild had preached about the dangers of such walking villains; and clearly Nadja preached the same thing to him. Deeply disturbed that so many educated people would align themselves with someone so equally willing and able to destroy an entire world to rid herself of so very few enemies.
Yet what troubled Ros the most about the whole thing was that despite all he knew about Naressa Rapier he couldn't find any Jedi will power to fully open his mouth about her. That part of him wanted him to tell them everything, warn them, even go so far as leaving whatever he was doing and going to Naboo to save his Master from the dangers of her. But like the closing of his mouth he didn't have the heart to do it. 
Ros could relate to Plo's reaction, predicated on what the Jedi Council member did know. Of course the Council wasn't going to reveal what it knows -- or even what it didn't know -- in regards to both Rapier women.
"Yeah, how about that," said Nue carefully in regards to Plo's point. "I know what you're thinking too. No, he didn't leave because of her. He left for Juna." He inhaled slowly, exhaled, and said, "You know what? If the Council doesn't give me anything to do after the New Year, I'm going to Naboo and going to see Enothchild."
Plo shook his head adamantly and said, "You can't Nue. We're under the Supreme Chancellor's order not to go anywhere near Naboo unless he directs us to. You can almost guess how that came about." He went to take a drink again, stopped, and noted, "Unless you want to leave the Order, too."

Nue blew air out both mouths hard this time. "For crying out loud, I just can't do anything! I can't go with Casper to Lonestar. I can't go to Naboo. Just where exactly can I go and what can I do?"
"There's always taking a Padawan," suggested Plo, and very quickly went right back to drinking. That wasn't a good suggestion to give to the Ithorian and he knew it.
Ros shook his head and smiled a tad. "Here it comes…"

Nue Cadabel really shook his head and said, "I have absolutely no patience to take on a brat, lead him or her around by the nose, forcing them to keep pace with me, and if you haven't noticed I'm walking pretty damn slow nowadays so that can't be really any good. Besides, does it get me to Naboo to go see Enothchild? No."

"Well you can always grow something," Ros suggested with a snicker. Getting Nue riled up was about the best way to change the subject because no one at the table really wanted to talk about Enothchild anymore without getting ready to chew each others heads off. Or say something they really shouldn't; each one had a secret that didn't want to be known due to circumstances.

"Cripes, Ofcheck, vegetarians and Green Believers believe in the quick death of plants not the slow torture of them," ripped Plo.

"Oh ha, ha, ha," retorted Nue with a jiggling head. Ithorians more or less worshipped nature, even going so far as to removing their entire species off their home world and living in large herdships. They were highly skilled botanists and growers, and many were hired as gardeners for their expertise in horticulture. Practically many they were seen as born with a ready to use green thumb.
Then again they never met Nue Cadabel; he would dispel that myth very fast. All his attempts at growing anything have been met with quick failure. Ros pointed out also, "Could explain why he doesn't take a Padawan. He doesn't have a Padawan Thumb either."

Plo about spat his brew inside his mask. Nue just smirked at that and said, "You know what? You know what?" He wanted to say something else, but he just stood up and said, "Screw you guys, I'm going home!" Plo and Ros tried to stop him, but Nue said, "No, no, no, no. You arh, me yar! Screw you guys, I'm going home."

The two Jedi watched their friendly slow walk away from the table. Ros said, "Should we go?"
Plo shook his head. "Nah. Let me finish this first." He showed his drink. "We'll catch up with him down the block."

Ros chuckled at that crack and shook his head. "Man, I needed this. Thanks."

"Don't thank me. Like I said, there's more work to be done after you get through those files. But at least you got what was goading you off your chest."
"I hope so," said Ros quietly. "I just don't know…with Enothchild…"

"Casper is your first priority, Ros," offered Plo sagely. "You got to patch that up. You got to get him focused and on the ball, then worry about Enothchild."
"You're not worried about him?"

"Oh, I am. But there's nothing I can do about it. And trust me, Ros, if you take care of Casper whatever problems you got with Enothchild will work itself out."

"Do I have a problem?"

Plo shook his head to that, and with that the both of them fell into contemplative silence. They finished up their drinks, Ros ended up paying after losing in Evens-Odds, and just as Plo predicted they caught up with Nue just a block down from the Plop Down. Silently they all agreed that this was probably the last time they were going to get together like they did as friends; the New Year, only days away, was looming like a menacing shadow before them.
