CHAPTER 42.0
“Hapes?”
Ros was not surprised by Casper’s response as they gathered their belongings and specialized equipment for the mission from procurement on level fourteen of the Jedi Temple. It was a short notice order from the Jedi Council, meaning that Supreme Chancellor Valorum had made the request for Jedi intervention, immediately effective with no time to go over the details with Yoda and the rest; of why Ros and Casper were chosen to go in the first place, even though they were getting no where with their lone case from Duro. But Hapes made the whole messy ‘on-the-way’ very interesting.

“I know, and I got to admit I’m geeked up about it,” said Ros honestly. “I’ve heard a lot about Hapes from those that had survived the experiences. Mostly from smugglers and thieves when I was in deep cover. It is a dangerous place, even for a Hapen. Politics is more literal with the term ‘blood sport’ there than here on Coruscant.”
Casper nodded and said, “I remember Master Yoda talking about it. He was teaching me about the dangers of misrepresentation.” Noting his master’s interest, the Padawan elaborated as they entered the lift and descended downward to the hanger. “Four hundred years or so ago he tried to help save a Hapen contingent, but his intentions were lost on the warriors that sought the victims out. In the end Master Yoda could not save them all.”
“Which is why we probably won’t be sporting our Jedi best on this mission,” said Ros as he eyed some of the equipment that was visible; there was clothing labeled ‘customary male delegation clothing - Hapes Consortium’. “The Republic’s relationship with Hapes is glacier. It can’t be any better towards us mystics.”

“I don’t like that term, Master,” said Casper with a frown. He hated it when other beings ignorant to what the Jedi truly did for the galaxy belittled them with words.
“Get use to fast, Casper.” The lift opened to reveal the hanger. “It won’t be just the Hapens that spout such opinions.” Ros lead his apprentice out of the lift, turned to his right, and was startled to see a Trade Federation long range skiff. “This is interesting. What’s that doing here?”

A Neimoidian in inquisitor robes that was busy talking to his security droid turned towards the duo and lit up. He waved his right hand and came towards them, saying, “You, sirs, are you Jedi Knights Ros Ofcheck and Casper Knightshade?”

“Yes,” said Ros, “and who may you be?”

“Inquisitor Banch Lur, special investigator to his Brilliance, Trade Minister Hidu Bog. I am to allow you two to come with me to Hapes, at the behest of Senator Lott Dod, Supreme Chancellor Finnis Valorum, and King Veruna of Naboo, to investigate the murders of Edwaru Kurr and Pirus Krendel.”

Both Ros and Casper couldn’t help to share a look of surprise and confusion and realizing that their part in this made sense. The mentioning of Krendel, Veruna, and Naboo appeared to be enough of a reason for the Jedi Council to send the Knight and Padawan that had the most recent experience with the three pieces of subject matter. Undoubtedly it was Veruna’s influence that had an affect on the Jedi more than the Force did, driving them towards Hapes upon politically swift wings. Other intangibles were easy to read from it, and some old thoughts were brewing back up to the top…
“You…look stunned,” asked Lur, blinking with a frown. “Did they not tell you of this? I thought you Jedi knew everything?”

Lur’s indifference to them was not a surprise, it was expected. Ros said, “We were to be briefed on the situation as soon as we reached the transport ship. Looks as if you are our briefer as well as our transport.”
“You disapprove?”

Ros couldn’t help to smile just a tad. The Trade Federation loathed the Jedi Order and had nearly done everything it could, every year, to lower the value of budget items to support the Order’s operations. The Trade Federation also hated Naboo for a load of reasons, most recently for the taxation of their trade routes as a punishment for attacking the Nubian rescue forces at Sanctuary; in their minds, it was the Nubians’ fault that they got in their way in trying to execute the Sanctuary Vhinech that to them was trying to escape, ergo they were trying to stop a prison breakout which appeared that the Nubians were aiding and abetting in. That technicality was somewhat true since the Order of Guardians did aide in the Vhinech’s escape from Sanctuary, breaking the law and thus were now wanted for such a crime. It still didn’t give the Trade Federation an excuse to attack, especially when it was known they wouldn’t had expressed even a meaningless condolences if Lady Angelleia had died; when it was reported that she was critical, and later in a coma, all they did was what amounted to a belch: a single noise loud enough to be heard in two seconds of time and had just as much meaning. At times the beings in the Trade Federation were beyond contemptible.
“I do, but we need a lift,” chagrinned Ros. “Promise not to jettison us out the airlock out of convenience and we’ll promise not to take over your mind and make you dress up like a girl.” Casper sighed a little at that. Ros ignored him; the boy had to learn to lighten up.

Lur cleared his throat, hesitated. “Well…eh…I…I really don’t know what to say to that nonsense. We’re all here to ascertain the truth in this grizzly crime. We are professionals!”
“Good,” said Ros. “It’s nice to hear that.” He gestured towards the ship. “Shall we?”

“Yes,” said Lur, then added, “but understand while on this mission I am in charge. It will be in the files. The orders come from the supreme chancellor himself.”

To that Ros said nothing, and Casper followed his lead. It took no time to stow their supplies away and found a quiet place on the ship away from the droids and other living creatures. Lur can give them their dockets. They read them quick because they were too short, finishing them before the ship even left the orbit of Coruscant. To which Casper had an opinion to express.

“Forgive me,” the Padawan Learner began to respectively say, “but this is total crap.”

Ros smiled at Casper as he took the data pad away from the Padawan to give back to a flustered Lur. There were times when the real, honest Casper Knightshade poked out from underneath the prototypical-Jedi security blanket he too constantly wrapped himself in. The attitude that nothing affected him in terms of bad news or the lack of good information. Good, presentable manners. The kind of mentality that stressed professionalism and too many times was taken for granted by those who thought less, of thought aggressively against, the Jedi. There was a time and a place to drop such niceties; Ros agreed with Casper silently that this was one of those times.
“Crap?” Lur looked very offended. “I put those reports together.”

“Where did you get your information, sir,” said Ros in support, not in defense, of his Padawan. “First off what’s here is both every exclusive and very incomplete. Secondly this has so many bureaucratic edits done to it, it reads like a weather report on Ithor.” He called up a page on the data pad, held it up for Lur to see. “On this one, the before action report, it says no defenses were aligned, but on this page,” he turned the report pages over three times on the screen, “it says Kurr had ‘ordered a set of BLANK” ‘Blank’ meaning the word was omitted “to the BLANK in order to stop BLANK and prevent BLANK from happening to the BLANK and so on’.”
“There are…certain things you must not know,” said Lur nervously.

“Really?” Ros turned to another page on the pad and read more. “’Subject matter to the materials off hand suggest that whether an opinion may be gathered upon the facts in this case are indisputable and to say otherwise is reckless’.” He dropped his hands and just stared at the Neimoidian as if it were picking it’s nose. “Sir, how can you say in good conscious that what I just read isn’t a pre-scripted end summary of gundark snot. It don’t make sense to begin with, and that’s before you have seen the crime scene!”

Lur straightened his robes, cleared his throat again, and said, “Well you have your ways and I have mine.” Off hand, he then asked, “What would you have said?”

Ros and Casper looked at each other slowly. If disbelief was a fortune they would be on a beach surrounded by women outside of their mansion. Ros turned towards Lur, sighed out his frustrations, and said calmly, “The council, the king and the chancellor wants us on this case because a crime has been committed against innocent people.” He ignored the question of whether or not Pirus Krendel was a saint and Edwaru Kurr was a prince among men; if it came down to the measure of what people had done before they were killed, then he and Casper wouldn’t be looking into the deaths of the criminally guilty Duros. “What comes out of it doesn’t matter except on who or whom had done it. By keeping even the most remote pieces of the puzzle away from us you do more harm in finding the truth than anything we will learn in terms of secrets. I promise you, we both do, that whatever we see or hear, if it doesn’t have a direct bearing on the case necessarily, it doesn’t escape our lips.”
Lur looked between the two, studying them with darting, nervous eyes. He then walked over to his desk and keyed a few buttons. The data pads in Ros’ hands beeped in acknowledgement in the reception of new data. The Jedi together looked at the files, not much larger but the missing pieces were now filled in.

As the skiff jumped to hyperspace, Lur came back around the desk and said, “In the pursuit of profit, we are often afraid of the risk. We don’t take them.” He blew out a held breath and continued. “The trade minister does not want you to know that new weapons were used in the defense of Kurr and Krendel. In fact Kurr wasn’t suppose to have those weapons off his yacht. They were used, and they failed. Now the Hapens have them. That’s one too many that know, but we cannot do anything about it.”

“Still isn’t much here,” said Casper. He paused, and then asked, “I was unaware of a relationship between the Hapes Consortium and the Trade Federation.”
If Ros were alone he would have asked that very question, but since he wanted Casper to learn it was only prudent to step aside and let the young man fire away with his feelings and thoughts. “Indeed. There seems to be a long standing relationship. At least its suggested in these reports.”
“There is one,” said Lur honestly. “My government does not believe Kurr was the central target of the attack; an attack which Krendel had gotten caught up in and died. My opinion I agree.”

Ros nodded and asked, “And your personal opinion?”

Lur nodded once. “I believe all avenues are open. Everyone on Hapes, being native or not, is a suspect.” He pointed at the data pads. “Much of that was gathered by the Hapen royal family investigators. The trade minister was not impressed. We know how the Hapens operate; they have parents murder their own children to get ahead in the ranks of power.”

Even Lur was disgusted by the idea, and so he moved on. “The royal family has agreed to secure the crime scene so the Trade Federation may conduct its own investigation. It so happened that King Veruna had his own idea of that as well. That is why you are on this.” He looked to Ros. “I know of you. Your master was the best investigator the Republic has ever had. I have…faith in that, that we can solve this together.”
Ros didn’t say it but he had a little more respect for Lur. The man still was hiding, still was arrogant, but there was a rapport called respect and duty involved now. They may not get along, but they both agreed to get the job done at the expense of their own egos. The Twi’lek said, “I believe so too. So, does any of your theories pop out at you based on what the Hapens gave us?”

“Well,” began Lur, joining the Jedi, appearing more comfortable than he ever been, “the Hapen theory cannot be discounted based on location obviously. There is another point: it appears, on page five, fifth picture” they all went to the stated page and picture “that an unidentified weapon had been used with the ability to cause utter destruction, but leave behind no traces of chemicals or low level radiation.” He gave the Jedi a knowing look. “Sources…suggest that they have been working on such a weapon, but it had not even reached the test phase as of yet.”
“Are these sources reliable?” questioned Casper honestly.

“These sources are like any other,” said Lur glumly. Obviously, he didn’t trust them any more than the next person that used such methods of intelligence gathering. Considering, too, it wasn’t too long ago that he had admitted that the Hapens did not appear too forthcoming on these reports they had in their hands. It was possible that the sources were part of the conspiracy that killed Kurr.

Lur pointed to the images. “As you can see, though, this suggests no explosion at all. And yet its all blown out, no burning…” he then pointed at a darkened image “and people’s shadows were scorched into hardened marble.”
Ros let out a low, slow whistle. There was the shape of Neimoidian that appeared to be artistically painted on the floor and parts of the debris that were not created by the so called blast. There was even the silhouette of a pendant of some kind that appeared to be, at the time of the blast, in mid-flight; hanging in the air from the Neimoidian’s neck. “And they’re certain it wasn’t a neutron device?”
“With the destruction of non-living matter, a neutron device is out of the question,” said Lur adamantly. Ros knew he was right. “Besides, to burn in shadows matter must exist in order to do it.” He showed him the next image; a few bodies that were partially intact, the rest of it burned into the ground in the same matter like the others. “These ones were on the outer edges of the blasts. Look how it ignored the battle droid in the foreground.” It did; despite it’s damaged nature, it did not appear as if it was caused by the blast in question. “What weapon could so such a thing? None to known science, that I do know.”
Ros concurred, while Casper continued to read over everything that was available. Ros left him to do that as he continued to talk to Lur. “How did they identify the victims?”

“Simple: Kurr and his entourage had been staying at this home for over a month. He was not scheduled to return to his office for another month. Hapes was chosen because of security and the means for secrecy. And if we thought that he had been kidnapped, we would have heard from the kidnappers by now.” Ros craned his head slightly. “This occurred nearly a day ago.”

Ros sighed and said regrettably, “It’s going to take us three days just to get there. But you have a point.” He thought for a moment. “But is this based on what the Hapens claim?”
“A little of us, a little of them,” assured Lur. “There is a remote chance that the auxiliary security system has not been discovered.”
“You mean destroyed by the Hapens to cover up what they may have done,” injected Casper offhand. His blue eyes never left the data pad when he spoke.

“That thought has crossed my mind. If the Hapens had done this, or if not, then my hope is that we find the evidence quickly before those responsible do.” Lur stood up taller and said with pride, “Of course if it is the Hapens then we might have a bit of a scrum getting out of there. I have supreme confidence in our technology saving us.”
Ros crossed his arms and said slyly, “Of course you do. I mean it isn’t likely we Jedi are good for anything to do with that sort of thing.”

Lur, realizing that there were Jedi Knight in the room, two men that had proven themselves in life and death situations before many times, covered his embarrassment by moving on to more of the file and go over some of the details of being able to blend in as ‘normal’ visitors of Hapes. Listening about the customs of Hapes and knowing more about their unhealthy history in terms of improving their social status it appeared to be a wise idea to use discretion and not reveal that this investigative party had two capable Jedi amongst them.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 42.1

The remains of the trip were not painful, or even irritating. Hapes, on the other hand, would be.
Dressed and acting as common Trade Federation administrators who had to abide by the customs of Hapes, Ros and Casper both ran into considerable amounts of flak from the golden haired warriors starting at the customs check point up to massive energy shield that cut off the entire U’ta Corridor from the rest of Hapes. The government went so far as to remove the populace, tossing them out of the Royal City into refugee camps in order to prevent any further contamination to the crime scene. The shield itself was a visible bubble that could be seen for miles and was so powerful it kept the wind and the rain out of it.
More times than not, especially at the entrance point of the energy shield -- gates within the power generators allowed entrance and exit, Ros and Casper were searched by security just as much as the Trade Federation equipment was; Lur and his entourage of assistants were not bothered with. The Hapens scrutinized their lightsabers carefully, more so than the previous check point. To which, Lur sighed out loudly and said, “Really, young woman, is this really necessary! We have had our anal examination three times now! This makes four!”
Behind them a very young voice said, “They are only assuring that the heirs to the Throne of Hapes are safe and secure while within the confines of the crime scene with foreign guests.” They turned towards a very young girl, dressed in vibrant gowns of royalty, veiled to half hide her true beauty and age; she had to be no older than ten by the Jedi’s estimation. “The Queen wishes only to protect the only child she has left, Inquisitor Banch Lur.”
“My apologies, Princess Ta’a Chume,” said Lur once he realized who it was. He bowed, and Ros and Casper followed suite; if they would have done it too soon their cover could have been blown. “It was just that my assistants here were harassed by your countrymen all ready.”

Princess Ta’a Chume stepped forward and looked both Jedi Knights over, measuring them with her blue eyes. “These two underlings? A threat? To me? To our men? Ha!” She observed Casper for a little longer, and then without asking grabbed him by the chin and encouraged him to turn his head to the right. Casper did not prevent that action not because the Hapen guards with her flexed their mighty muscles, but because he did not want unnecessary violence to break out. She shook her head and let go. “Maybe this one. He’s so ‘pretty’ he thinks he can get away with a mark on his face and the terrible hair cut and still lure in the ladies. You’re pathetic.”

Turning towards the entrance and passing Lur as if he were just merely a traffic sign of unimportance, she said rudely enough for them all to hear, “Men are such children when it comes to them being poked and prodded. They act as if they’re being raped.” Ta’a Chume looked to the male running the energy field at the entrance. “Do not keep me waiting. I wish to observe and participate in this investigation; it has been prolonged enough.”

The guard gulped and opened the bubble up for the royal group, the investigation group, and another group of Hapen personnel to enter. Ros and Casper were given their ‘memory encoders’ -- their lightsabers with junk essentially attached to them -- back and proceeded inside. They began to examine everything as they past the unmarked, undamaged buildings on their way to the crime scene.

“I have an interest in this case given that it was so close to home and it has no claimants of responsibility,” said the princess. “I’m to understand that what was given to you is woefully incomplete.”
“I do not know where you hear such things, your highness,” assured Lur, lying. “I am just here, as a courtesy at the behest of King Veruna of Naboo. His father was Pirus Krendel, one of the victims here.”

Ta’a Chume slowed a little. “I was not aware of other world royalty being here.” She sent daggers at Lur with her glare. “I thought your people claimed Pirus Krendel was a simple business man.”

“Oh, oh he is, he is,” assured Lur quickly. “You see on Naboo they elect their royalty. It’s a constitutional monarchy there. Pirus Krendel held no title.”

“Elected royalty,” said Ta’a Chume with disgust. She sighed and continued on. “It’s no wonder why no one in the Republic is for the better.” They past guards on the street corners -- guarding what was anyone’s guess -- who threw salutes that she did not return. “Anyways, on to this situation. I took an interest in this because of the attacks unique nature; the murder of foreigners, the strange way they had died. As you can see our shield has maintained the conditions of the U’ta Corridor were in the night of the attack.”
“Do you mind if I and my assistance ask questions,” asked Lur politely.

Ta’a Chume looked over her shoulder at Ros and Casper, and then back at Lur. “You may ask. They may pout in silence.”

They knew this may happen. It was often that people of authority on Hapes will only talk to those of authority from other words. Normally it would be on equal footing, but this unexpected visit by the princess had made the situation a little more complicated; she was talking to Lur, a lead but lonely investigator; she had to ‘dumb herself down’ to his level in order to participate in the investigation. If the two Jedi were ignorant of Juna still, knowing only that she was Bendian Rapier’s offspring, they would have imaged Juna having Ta’a Chume’s snotty, uppity, superior-to-others attitude.

Therefore, for now, the Jedi were shut out of asking her any questions. Therefore they had to rely on Lur and hope the Neimoidian was competent enough to ask the right questions.
“The grounds appear moist. Did it rain?”

“The night of the attack it did,” said Ta’a Chume. “Unfortunately our shields do not prohibit sunlight from drying the grounds.”

“That is not too important, your highness, do not worry.”

Ros cringed a little; it was very significant. The follow up questions at least should have been what was collected in terms of evidence immediately after the attack? When did their investigation began? Was there signs of blood in mud puddles or standing water; blood that could be tested to identify victims, and more importantly killers? Or perhaps there was explosives residue, or other chemical leftovers in the water? What about stains or what could have been stains of blood at locations where bodies may have been lying before and after the explosion? So many questions could have been asked, and Lur blew it!
Casper was just as flustered. On top of the water and the facts of the weather and when the attack took place he noted that several buildings, the closer they got to the crime scene, showed signs of heavy vibration stress. Cracks were on masonry. Some of the metals on supports were bent. Moorings looked worked over, as if the fittings had shifted; signs that an earthquake had struck. Was it an earthquake, or more evidence that the whatever reduced some of victims into shadows had done this?

As they continued to walk, and as Lur and the princess talked on about little to worthless matters about the case the two Jedi all ready knew about, they both began to feel a growing oddity in the Force. They reached the mansion, and when they passed the front gate where the first initial attacks had commenced they noted the absence of the Force all around them. At first Casper nearly panicked, thinking that the Hapens had laid a trap for them using ysalamari worms that negated the Force. He gave Ros a look, which Ros returned baring concern but a measure of astute calm. 

In the young Padawan’s mind, Ros’ voice came in clearly. Only think your response if you can hear me.
Casper did the best he could to pretend he was unaffected by what they were both feeling; hard, considering that since telepathy did not come naturally to either of them in consumed much of their focus and inner power. He thought I hear you Master. What is going on?
We can still feel the Force, so therefore it cannot be a Hapen trick of some kind. Ros eyed the wreckage in the front yard as Lur and Princess Ta’a Chume stopped to look over a spot where a Hapen warrior laid in the same spot where he had died, covered in a clear plastic sheeting that appeared to slow the decay process. The Jedi both continued to observe and do their best to get a feel for their surroundings, but there were no answers in the Force; there was no Force at all. Ros thought It’s so strange. It’s like none of this exists to me.
Even the Force exists in nonliving objects, Master. But…this is all a void. A nothingness. A caricature, something pretending to be what it’s not. To that, Casper rubbed his forehead. This all defied wisdom and what he knew far more than the ysalamari had ever done. He bent down, careful not to draw notice, touched the slightly damp ground where the grass looked discolored compared to the rest. He used the Force to get a read on it and found…Nothing!
There was a measurable silence from his master as they both continued to look over the scenes around them; Lur and Ta’a Chume were away from them, backs turned looking over another body. “This one is like a few of the others here: killed by bare hands,” said Ta’a Chume. “So many like that, our finest warriors only wish to have such successful proficiency.”

Duro. Ros’ thoughts startled Casper; he was busy going through what he had seen and felt to date. Ros looked back towards the gates of the property. This feels too much like Duro.
Casper was inclined to agree. Struck with suddenness, he went back to the front gates; the remains of the gates weren’t much and they appeared cut. He recognized the damaged immediately, having made such cuts himself. He looked to Ros and thought to him It is Duro. The unique Force event, and a lightsaber has been used here.
Ros turned around and shared a look back at Casper. Say nothing about it until I do. For now let’s just keep looking.
It was easy for Casper to become silent for he had a lot to think about. As they looked around and followed Lur distantly, he recalled the details of the Duro murders; their unique circumstances. Since the discovery of the fedarok leather the case had stalled as badly as a bantha with constipation; nothing more moved. Attempts by the labs to recreate the Force dissolving venom that consumed Hifubbae failed, nor was the lab able to determine much else as it vanished without a trace; DNA was inconclusive with what they could test. 
The busted door yielded nothing more than dents caused by a closed fist slightly larger than Casper’s head; it said nothing, and along with no other pure collaborating physical evidence it could or could not be said the damage was caused by Magus Prophet; just because Hifubbae was eaten did not mean it was Prophet. Hifubbae’s files yielded more suspects than creditable answers, but not one of them would be in possession of the expensive fedarok leather cloak; sources Ros had known close to the suspects had assured them of that. That led to the Senate, and the two of them for days had very, very, very carefully probed each representative through the various back channels and to date had found nothing. They had nearly nothing else to go on, which brought forth the inevitable and undesirable need for another murder or another crime committed by Hifubbae’s killer.

Princess Ta’a Chume stopped at a particular point on the ground floor, the clearest location amongst the mayhem that was the remains of the front room; clearly the ground floor had been cleaned up; the investigators noted the missing second floor above them. There was a small round crater, about the size of a full adult humanoid. The investigators recognized the scene as the ground zero point in which the mysterious explosion took place. The images they all saw did not do right; in reality it looked less that an a explosive was involved, but in contradiction the carnage was everywhere.
“It is my understanding that a rocket of Trade Federation design detonated here,” said the princess, her haughtiness along with her accent really made her sound aloof. “Fired from a machine we have not seen before in your people’s possessions here.”

Lur cleared his throat. “Well…yes, eh, Mister Kurr had in his possession several security drones that he was to keep on his ship. I was not aware that they were armed with rockets, or armed at all.”
“They wouldn’t be security drones if they weren’t armed,” said Ta’a Chume. “Beyond that the army that attacked this home left not even machines functional. And then used a weapon who’s energy our scientist can find no trace of. So I must ask you, Inquisitor Lur: are you aware of any secret weapons being developed here, on this property?”

“Of course not, your highness,” assured a flabbergasted Lur. “We would not dare, not on your fine people’s lands.”
“Are you certain? Perhaps you would like to explain how this attacking force then managed to slip past our locked down space port?” Clearly annoyed with the Neimoidian, she held up a hand towards him and peered at Casper with slits. “You, the tattooed one. Do you have an opinion, an answer, or are you going to be like your employer and be dumb? Please don’t, it’s insulting.”

“Actually,” said Casper, speaking even though he realized she didn’t want him to speak. She slowly looked back towards him, that same look of venom in her eyes. “May I ask how you ascertained that an attacking force was involved in this? Why not one entity?”

“Now that is quite enough out of you!” Lur’s denouncement was as if the Padawan Learner had been talking his head off all day, and doing so in a rude manner directed towards the princess. Ros gave Casper a look of caution, but showed no indication that the course of action he was taking was wrong. “All I want you to do is observe and take notes for me and that’s all!”
Princess Ta’a Chume raised a hand and stepped passed Lur, silencing him and more or less ordering him to stay right where he was. She stopped well short of Casper and looked upward. She asked, “Why would you believe all of this was the work of one, lone entity?”

Casper bowed his head a little and dared asked, “Your highness, why do you not?”

The young girl had a strong willed mind. She also had adult-like pose. But there were weaknesses showing in her posture; the growing soreness of a bruised ego always caused a bow in the spinal column, forcing the shoulders slightly forward. She was unquestionably vain, and nothing hurt her more than the minor slap she received on her intellectual vanity. Ta’a Chume smiled to hide the blow, but she was seething at the challenge that a simple man knew more than she did. “Pray tell how do you surmise such unquestionable ideas? Enlighten this little girl.”
“I do not mean to offend,” said Casper politely. “The possibility just exists. I mean, how else do you explain, if you believe foreigners had killed these foreigners, how the killers left the planet, if they have left at all?”

Ta’a Chume peered at him and held her smile. “The owners of the ships in the spaceport are all accounted for. Either that means my people had done this, which I assure you they did not, or a large group of others had done this and had somehow left this planet.” She paused, momentarily looking away before going back to him. “But I must confess I had not thought that perhaps the perpetrators were still here. Hiding amongst the people. Perhaps they were dropped off by one of the few ships that do stop here and now wait for however long it takes for the spaceport to reopen to depart. Lots of perhaps, but still you did not answer my original question. What makes you think this was all done by one, lone entity?”

“To prevent the revelation of a conspiracy of this magnitude,” said Casper plainly, “One keeps such plans to themselves. They come in alone. They do not worry about anyone else. They leave in one piece. They blend in. There is no one else to betray them.”
There was a silence that was followed by Ta’a Chume’s barely visible bright smile. She giggled rather girlishly at him; Casper didn’t return the smile or see the humor. Ros was a bit tense but no more so than previous. Lur would have been chewing his fingernails off if he were Human. She mused, “Such bright thinking from such a narrow mind.”
She gleefully walked over to one of the shadows on the floor and directed a gesture towards it. “I know that whatever damaged this home also did this.” She gestured to the shadow again. “By our calculations, if it were not a bomb it was a form of a device that was massive, slightly smaller than the busted doorway we walked through to get in here. Such a device had to be put in here when sufficient numbers of our warriors were slaughtered. By one person? Inside of ten minutes?” She let out a loud “HA! Foolish!”
Ta’a Chume motioned for her guards and proceeded towards the front door. She barked out, “You have until sunset to gather what you need, Lur! I leave you to your worthless prodding! After day’s end this place is unsealed and we flatten the land for rebuilding! This was a waste of my time!”

Once it was just the investigators, their crew, and a small contingent of Hapen technicians, Lur and Ros strolled over towards Casper; all three approached the shadow on the floor that Ta’a Chume had pointed at. Lur said quietly, “I thought she would never leave. The princess is a total, spoiled brat that thinks she knows, and can solve, everything.” He looked to the Human. “But that was dangerous.”
“It was necessary to get her ignorance out of here,” said Ros sternly. He bent down on one knee, pretending to merely look over the shadow. “Any longer I would have lost some of my smarts.”

Casper watched Ros extend his hand out to hover over the shadow. He felt the Force flow from him…to the shadow…and both energy and hand repelled back immediately. The Twi’lek looked to his student. “Feel it for yourself.”

As Casper did, he overheard Lur asking, “What is it?”

“It’s disturbing,” said Ros quietly. Quietly only because it was disturbing; not because he was afraid someone would hear.

Casper was reluctant, but he wasn’t going to let his fears dictate his actions. He stretched out with his senses…and felt great pain. Misery. Cries for help. In the past tense. In the now. In the forever….
Casper withdrew and stood up, taking a deep breath to ease the horror out of him. He couldn’t hide his shutter. “It’s…disturbing.” He couldn’t say it, but it was like the victim had not died at all. He existed in the Force….as the marble floor….how was such a thing possible! It was worse than death…
Realizing he wasn’t going to get any different answer than what the two said, Lur turned his attention back to the crater. He said, “Funny how after all of this, an high explosive warhead going off, something as simple has this survived.”
The two Jedi watched Lur bent down into the crater, reached deeply, and standing up with a scrap piece of black cloth. Ros and Casper were rather surprised that even they missed it; they had looked at the crater far longer than Lur did. However the crater was like most of the mansion they had passed; practically blank, non-existent in the Force. 
That also included the piece of fedarok leather in Lur’s hand.
Upon a closer look, Casper noted a familiarity about it. He took the fabric from Lur without asking -- Lur frowned at that. There was no mistaking the feel of it. He said to Ros, “It’s fedarok.”

“Fedarok?” questioned Lur.

Ros took the material, and upon feeling it he nodded. He said to Lur, “Fedarok leather. Ultra rare material. From a creature of the same name that once lived in your back yard.” He gave the material back to Lur. “Never heard of it?”
Lur blinked and said profoundly, “No.” He gestured for one of his technicians and secured it in a evidence pouch. The technician took it away for analysis. “Strange how you two know of it and I do not.”

Casper looked to his Master quickly and wasn’t sure if it was prudent to reveal anything more having to do with the Duro case. Ros covered it. “We had a case recently involving the material. A clothes maker on Coruscant was using this, a material from an extinct species to make clothing. A major violation of federal law.”
Lur gave Ros a look. “Of all the things to have you two investigating…” He shook his head. He honestly appeared oblivious to the outside chance that either case was related. Apparently Lur wasn’t versed in his nation’s animal history; that is if he ever was interested. Perhaps it was wrong to hold back, but Casper felt Ros did because of what Princess Ta’a Chume had said. There seemed to be a hint of something dastardly going on around here and Lur knew it.
To lose Lur, Ros asked, “Where’s those secret security recorders of yours?”

Lur whispered, “There is a secret compartment that is shielded, along the wall of the stairwell.” He looked towards the damage. “Or what used to be the stairwell. Much of this mansion has collapsed a floor due to the explosion.”
Ros took a look at it carefully and said, “Casper and I are going up on the roof.” Lur frowned for a few moments. “Remember, in the report it said Krendel was on the roof, but it gave no details.” He nodded towards two Hapen technicians coming down the stairs that looked a little too pale; their checks flushed as if they had just come from outside. “We got to cover all the bases. Can you slip into that room?”
“Easily,” said Lur with no bravado.

“Let us go up first. Wait a bit, and then go up. We find anything we’ll let you know quickly.”

Once they agreed, Casper let Ros lead the way up the stairs. Ros said aloud, “Well, let’s take a look up top shall we? I’m sure Lur has it all locked up down here.” It was to appease whomever the princess had left behind to gather intelligence. Both Jedi knew she was too suspicious of them, perhaps knew who they really were. If not, she was just overly suspicious of them because of the Trade Federation and their ‘secret weapon’ that perhaps she could get her little, greedy hands on to use against her enemies.
Reaching the flat roof top took several flights and floors and debris thrown in to overcome. The duo made it, finding a very macabre scene. Most of the metallic tarmac was reddish in tint from what blood had not got washed away from the rains. There were black bags covering pointed, posted objects attached to the main weather and sensor arrays; the parts themselves were covered with blood. Far from the opened entrance the two walked towards an holographic projection of a body. The face on the generated body was none other than Pirus Krendel’s. Along with amputation the Nubian was disemboweled.
Although it was a holoimage Casper’s stomach knotted. He looked around and shook his head in utter disgust. “Such horror.” He looked back at the holoimage, as Ros leaned in closer to examine it. “The mutilation was senseless.”

“Murder is always senseless, Casper,” reminded Ros in a low voice. It was an indication that even the Twi’lek that had seen quite a lot in his travels did not like this. “What I would like to know is why this body was moved?”

“Perhaps it may have something to do with King Veruna, Master,” suggested Casper. It made sense to him.

Ros thought for a moment, rubbing his jaw. “Possibly. Pirus Krendel was well liked by the Trade Federation even though he was Nubian. The connection between Naboo’s king and Hapes may run deeper than we think.” He sighed. “But this interference is unwelcome. They leave the other bodies alone downstairs, at least they could have stayed on a course of continuity.”
Stepping over the holographic image of an armless, legless Krendel, Ros took a few steps and bounded himself up on a raised ledge to look out over the city. He said loudly, “I agree with you, Casper. This was the work of one entity. Did you catch the lightsaber damage by your feet yet?”

Casper looked down, and sure enough he was standing where a lightsaber had gouged out metal; smeared next to it was blood. He said, “Did you see the front gates?”
Ros nodded as he continued to look outward. “And up here, the same effect as down stairs. Seemingly the Force not in existence in these left over objects. And even when the suspect left behind evidence it was nothing more than a calling card. I feel they won’t find anything more on that scrap piece of fedarok. In fact we won’t find anything more in terms of good forensic evidence.” He turned back towards Casper and viewed the scene more. “This wasn’t a political hit. Krendel was the target; everyone else was just in the way.” He jumped down and gestured all around. “Pure rage with purpose. It reads like it. One person. The Force. Lightsaber. Fedarok. That leaves us with nearly no suspects now. Question is who?”
Casper had some old thoughts creep back into his conscious. He did have a suspect, and she was perfect for it. She had motive, for Krendel had sided with the beast Prophet who had hurt her only child. She had the means, from her vast wealth to her dark ways she possessed unbelievable power. Opportunity? Well if Jedi Master Enothchild Sarch and Dizzy and Muriel Arnes were not at Rapier Manor, than who would truly miss the often unseen and reclusive billionaire Naressa Rapier! He was certain Ros was thinking along those lines as well, he just didn’t want to say it.
Before he could express his personal feelings a suspicious presence entered his and Ros’ minds. They looked to the open doorway to find a young Hapen adult with scanning equipment. He wore the garbs of his lowly job of sensor sweeper. He said with flickering eyes of surprise and struggling Basic, “My…apologies. I mean…not to pry. Judranum bretil pe’th mes’ul.” He gestured towards his equipment and smiled nervously. “Sensor sweep.”
“You need to do a sensor sweep?” When the man nodded, Ros gestured for Casper to join him at the door. “Very well.”

The two reached the door, but Ros said to Casper “Go on, I’ll catch up.” The Padawan stopped though just inside the door to watch his master walk up to the sensor sweeper and began a quiet conversation. It was an odd conversation, for suddenly the man appeared to be frowning at what Ros was telling him.

Before long, Ros joined Casper again and said, “Let’s go over this place again, starting up here and work our way down. It should take us to sundown.”

To that Casper did not ask about the confrontation his master just had with the Hapen. Instead he focused on how best to approach Ros with his suspicions about Naressa Rapier without sounding like a Jedi-Sith ordeal.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 42.2

The rest of the time was spent going over the crime scene, which yielded only a little bit more evidence that reinforced the Jedi’s belief that a lone individual had done this; no other evidence existed, not in tracks or physical evidence -- there wasn’t any dead ‘enemies’ of Kurr and Krendel, with the destruction all around that just appeared to be more of an impossibility than the single individual theory. Lur had bad news though after they left the mansion: all the equipment in the secret security room was gone, apparently removed by the Hapens. All that remained for the investigation party was to wait for the release of the body of Pirus Krendel, occurring just after they returned to the ship.
Krendel’s body was sealed in a solid gray, body shaped container that could be opened but couldn’t be resealed, which prevented any further examination of the remains. A representative of Lur’s had went to the Hapen version of a corner’s office to make sure it was Krendel’s body that was sealed in the portable crypt. He met Lur and Casper at the foot of the ramp, presenting the lead Neimoidian with a brief summary of the corner’s report.

Lur frowned and said to his subordinate, “Everything is accounted for except his eyes.”

As Casper looked over the report when Lur gave it to him, the subordinate said, “Inquisitor, they claim the eyes were removed by the perpetrators.”

“That’s not right,” said Casper with a shake of his head. “We saw the captured holoimage on the roof; Krendel’s eyes were intact.”

Lur excused the subordinate and turned his back away from his own ship. He said mutely to the Jedi, “I do not understand. Why would the Hapens take his eyes and then lie about it?”

Casper blurted the first thought that crossed his mind. “Maybe he saw something.”

Standing up straighter with a frown, Lur said, “Now is not the time for sick humor, young man. This is serious. We are responsible for the body. I have the good mind to delay take off and make hell about this.”
“That won’t be necessary.” Ros emerged from under the skiff, which surprised even his Padawan Learner. “We should leave at once. The longer we stay the greater threat there is against us.”

“What threat?” asked Lur.

“That we know too much.”

“And what exactly do we know too much of.”

The Twi’lek shrugged his shoulders and said, “Of Hapes. Maybe even Ta’a Chume’s temper. Who knows. I just want to limit their reasons for blowing us out of the sky.”

Just as the three boarded the skiff, however, the commander of the ship approached Lur with a grim expression. “Inquisitor, we have a problem. Several coolant lines to the hyperdrive had been severed.”

“Severed?” Lur looked amongst his allies, and then back at the commander. “How?”

“We are not sure,” said the commander reluctantly.

“Really?” Lur arched his brow in confusion and aggravation. “So you are telling me that this secured and guarded ship was boarded and sabotaged on your watch?” The commander looked flabbergasted. Lur just waived him away. “How long will the repairs take?”

“Four hours.”

“Then notify the Hapens. Tell them we are in a state of repair and cannot leave for four hours. With our apologies, of course.”

Before Lur could ask them anything, Ros looked to Casper and said, “Let’s get back into character. Excuse us, Lur, but we must meditate in private. Contact us if something happens.”

Lur just watched them leave. He was overly suspicious, but not enough to push the issue. Besides, it wasn’t prudent under the circumstances. He retreated to his quarters, and the repairs on the ship commenced. The Hapens asked if they could help after they had scanned the ship and discovered the truth, but the Trade Federation respectfully declined.
Hours later, and when the ship was undergoing tests on the newly installed coolant lines, the sensor sweeper from the mansion’s roof top that Ros had talked to was running at his best possible speed for the Trade Federation skiff, carrying a big carryall bag in his arms. The echoes of his footsteps were followed by the sounds of blasters. Hapen warriors emerged from the main entrance, took a stance, and began firing at the thin, but nimble subservient. The battle droids that guarded the entrance to the ramp were perplexed on what to do, pivoting on their struts and looking between each other.
Lur poked his head out the hatch and saw the chaos. He said to the battle droids, “Do not let that man on board!”

“No!” Ros’ voice was on Lur before the Jedi reached the opened hatch. He said while passing him, “Pull your droids back. We’re letting him on board.”

“What!” Before Lur could protest more, Ros turned his lightsaber on and ran towards the running sensor sweeper. Casper then brushed past Lur with his weapon in hand and stood guard at the ramp. Befuddled, he finally ordered, “Guards, retreat back to the command deck.” The battle droids retreated up the ramp, leaving Casper at the foot with his weapon on.

Ros passed the sensor sweeper and began deflecting the blaster shots away from the moving target, but not back at the warriors. He easily blocked every lethal shot, slowly backtracking. When he felt Casper’s signal that the sensor sweeper was on board, Ros turned off his weapon and used the Force to run faster than the Hapens could aim and shoot. He was up the ramp and banging into the inside hull just as the ship quickly took off. In no time, the ship made the jump to hyperspace.
Casper made sure his master was all right. Meanwhile there was a tense moment with the battle droids aiming their weapons at the apparent Hapen defector. Lur finished with the latest report from the bridge and said to the young man, “You have exactly one minute to explain-.”

The once timid man threw his bag at Lur and in a voice that screamed he was from Coruscant said, “Go pack my bags, lizard head.”

“I beg your pardon!”

“I don’t issue pardons,” spat the ‘Hapen’. He looked to Ros and Casper, caught his breath again, and said, “Thank you.”

“Funny, you didn’t have that attitude when I made you at the mansion,” said Ros, not amused with the man. “I think you muttered under your breath that I was…oh yeah, a noodle head.”
“You were blowing my cover,” yelled the man back.

“Yet you’re not all that mad about it, are you?”
The man smirked a little. “No. Not so much. At least the getaway was much smoother than I envisioned. That, and the fact I got new orders before I went to the corner’s office.”

Lur interrupted, tossing the bag back at the Human, and said in bewilderment, “Who are you! What is this all about! Are you a spy!”

The Human looked to the inquisitor before dropping the bag. He said, “Armand Isard: Information collection operative, Republic Intelligence. Assigned at the behest of the Galactic Senate to observe the Hapes Consortium.” Neglecting Lur’s surprise, he looked to the Jedi again. “Or do you know that all ready?”
“Someone had to provide us with the information on the latest up to date fashions to wear,” mused Ros. He then looked to Casper over his shoulder. “The safe color of the week for long range covert operations is peach.” The Padawan didn’t understand it. Ros pointed towards Isard’s feet. On his exposed lower legs was short cuffed peach colored socks that clashed horribly with his sandals. “The only Hapen in shorts, in warm weather, wearing socks featuring the safe color. I don’t need the Force to tell me who you were.”
Isard smirked. “Well, well: someone has read the cov-op dailies.” Waiving it all away, he turned to his bag and began to paw through it. “Not that I’m thankful for that.”

“There’s just no pleasing you,” shot Ros back, which he knew that got under Isard’s arrogant hair.
“You blew my cover.”

Ros shook his head. “No, you did when you went to get what I asked for. You just didn’t cover yourself well. Now cut the crap! Or Lur here will dump you out.” Lur crossed his arms in defiance, looking rather interested in doing it after what Isard had said to him. Isard just frowned and continued to dig into his sack.

Lur was just as interested in what Ros had Isard get them. And he asked Ros plainly, “So by any chance was it your lightsaber that cut the ship’s cooling lines that caused out little delay?”

“Given how you treat spies, Lur, I thought asking you to wait for this idiot would have gotten me a no,” said Ros dryly.

Isard finally found what he was looking for. He tossed to both Jedi Hapen versions of data cards; they were cubes, one for each Jedi. He then tossed Ros a reader. “Just put the cubes in the square holes, Jedi, and press the green button. It’ll generate a holographic report; the uncensored version of their crime report.”

Ros let Casper handle that. He asked, “And the secret security tapes?”

“Destroyed in the explosion.” Lur looked at Isard as if the covert op was lying. Isard stood up from his crouch and jabbed back, “Look, your equipment was destroyed! I was there when they carted it out; it was melted from the inside out! If you want it, go back to Hapes and get it. Besides, I have something better.”
“Oh really?” Lur was exasperated. “And what may that be?”

He was quick with tossing it at Lur, and inevitably Lur caught what was tossed at him. It was a glass case; inside of it, staring back at a stricken ill Lur, were hazel color Human eyes. Lur dropped the case, but it did not shatter nor did the eyes come off their perch. The seeing organs looked almost fake without their nerve stems, looked out of place without tissues such as eyelids wrapped around them.
“Easy there, Neimoidian,” sneered Isard. “You could have broken the lenses.”

“Those are not droid eyes!” yelled Lur. Isard just continued to sneer. Casper picked up the case and causally inspected the contents. “Where in the horrible places of darkness did…did those come from!”

“Pirus Krendel: it’s his eyes.” Isard turned towards Ros. “Disgusting, isn’t it? Useful though. The Hapens harvested them after they took the holoimage of his body on the roof. At different times they use a process called ‘cornea capture’ to identify the guilty.”
“I’ve heard of it,” said Ros slowly as he trained his senses towards the eyes. Casper threw him a look that told the Twi’lek that he had sensed something odd about the eyes as well. Unlike the mansion and nearly all the areas were the perpetrator had went and drained the Force the Force was in existence and passing through the eyes. There was no disconnect, which gave the Jedi hope. Especially Ros, who understood where Isard was going with this.

“In theory,” Ros continued, “the eyes of living beings capture the last image they see prior to cell death. Has oxygen is used up there is no more cells to reproduce the cells used up in the eyes. Therefore the dead cells remain and supposedly retain a ‘burned in’ image of what was last seen prior to oxygen death.”
“That’s preposterous!” exclaimed Lur in disbelief. “Such things are more imaginative than practical.”

Ros nodded. “That’s what the some of the jurisdictions in the Republic that had once used the technique eventually discovered. It’s no better than a still picture. Often what you see isn’t really what’s happening. If you see anything at all.”
“Well it isn’t going to be a matter of what’s happening that we will be seeing,” offered Isard logically. “I mean we all ready know what happened to Krendel and the rest. Question is who had done it?” He pointed at the case and said, “You can’t tell me that it don’t interest you. If the Hapens had nothing then you both have nothing! This was their only shot at ascertaining the truth. They have perfected the technique.” Isard tapped on something hard in his bag. “I got the steps right here.”
There was silence that was momentarily broken by the announcement from the captain warning the passengers that they were entering hyperspace. They felt the subtle shift of acceleration, followed by the familiar loud hum of the hyperdrive motivator working from the rear of the ship.

Clearing his throat, Casper shut off the holocube projector and motioned for his master to draw closer. Ros leaned in and the apprentice said, “Master, he’s right. So far this completed report is useless, even with what we know added to it.”
Ros nodded and looked back at Isard. “Good job.”

“You can’t be serious?” asked Lur at the implication. Ros took the items Isard was handing to him to do it. “Even for you!”
“Banch, what do you have?” With that the Neimoidian closed his mouth and stomped away, heading for the bridge. Ros guessed it had more to do with the alien’s sensibilities more than it had to do with decency. Krendel was dead, he wasn’t missing his eyes all that much. Plus he couldn’t go through another dry spell of nothing after this second attack conducted by the lightsaber-wielding, Force using suspect they still couldn’t put a name and face to. There was something about this, about Duro; it involved Enothchild in some way; he just couldn’t let it go unsolved!

“Well at least I get some form of compliment for my three years of effort,” said Isard.

“Your service to the Republic is commendable,” said Ros to placate the man. Isard was good, but he was annoying. “I would shake your hand, but I don’t know where it has been.”

Isard frowned, but chuckled in amusement. Ros eyed him suspiciously, so the Coruscantian elaborated. “Well that’s most certainly, and officially, the last time I do any favor for the Jedi Order. I should have skipped the corner’s office and just come running straight here.”

“With nothing? Sunny dispositions would not have gotten you a ride on this boat, Isard. You’re pushing your luck, even for a cov-op.”
“True, but you’ve been in cov-ops yourself, yes? You wouldn’t dare deny a pullout.” Ros frowned and looked at Isard in slight confusion. “My new orders? The one’s I got after you cornered me on the roof and before I went to get the eyes? It was from Republic Fleet Admiral Cam Bashuido. He was the one that sent you on this trip, the cover of investigating the deaths of the Neimoidians and Krendel.”

“No sir,” said Casper. “We came here at the behest of supreme chancellor, on behalf of the Trade Federation and Naboo.”

“So they say,” mused Isard. “Charming those politicians and their subordinates. After today that’s no problem.”

Ros looked at Isard strangely and said, “What does that mean?”

“Surely you know, you’ve been in the Republic I haven’t.” Isard regarded Ros carefully. He smiled a little. “You don’t know.” He looked about, and then continued. “As of today there is no more Republic Intelligence; it and about half of the combined forces, ground and space, have been scrapped to save the galaxy from red ink.”

Ros held up a hand and said, “Hold up, you got all that information from a pullout order?”

Smirking, Isard said, “Well…I actually have good friends in select locations. We’ve been in touch. They told me I was coming home on the day the Retroactive Emergency Budget Control Act was signed into law. I got that news yesterday.” He raised his hands up and tilted them from one side to another. “I got my pullout today. Thanks again for the ride. Now if you can help me find quarters…”
Before Isard could leave with his bag, Ros put a firm hand against his chest to stop him. He said, “Not for one smecking second do I believe we were here only to get you, Isard. Not with the people involved in the decision.”

“Don’t be so certain,” sneered Isard. “Especially if you thought now ex-intelligence chief Lockheart was in, or was ever in, the thinking loop. But…like her, like you: Twi’leks of a lekku they do say.”
Casper didn’t expect it, so he froze for a few solid seconds when his master slammed Isard into the wall with the hand that was on Isard’s chest. He stepped forward, thinking a fist was going to be thrown. Instead Ros uncharacteristically got into the shorter Human’s shocked face and said, “You want to run that by me again you little prick.”
Isard paled, smiled nervously, and held up his hands. He said, “Only…spelling out…the realities there, Master Jedi. Nothing more than that. Honestly.”

“Here’s a reality you should learn to spell, Isard: Hankoro Lockheart has flushed more crap than you could have ever hope to. On Hapes you lost your dignity; on one of the thousands of missions she was on she lost a big chunk of her identity and if she hadn’t done that R.I. more than likely wouldn’t have lasted this long. Because of her you did have a job. I think you owe her one. I suggest you pay her back with silence.”
Ros stood up, letting Isard have his personal space. Isard admonished, “You are way out of line, Jedi.”
“Today’s a good day for it,” said Ros, his glare making the rest of the fight leave Isard. “Today you should thank the Force for your good luck.” He let the Human pass him; Isard was so flustered he just walked away, muttering, not realizing that he had no accommodations yet for his stay. Ros didn’t care; they stayed out of each other’s way for the rest of the trip to Naboo.
