CHAPTER 44.0
Returning to Naboo was like going to see the same play at an opera house for Casper and Ros: the people playing the parts were different, but the storyline for them was the same. A year had past since the last time the duo had come to Naboo but the circumstances had not changed. The parent of the world’s leader had perished under ghastly and vile circumstances. Before it was Juna Angelleia believing, as they all did, that her mother had died violently at Uiennar by the hands of Magus Prophet. Now it was the king’s turn to bury his father, only this time there was a body to bury and only a shadow of belief who had done it.

Upon arrival the king sent a selected group of men to accept his father’s body from the Trade Federation; their job was to clean and better prepare the body for King Veruna’s inspection. None of the investigators, nor did their passenger, reveal they still held Krendel’s eyes for further study; they all kept that out of their respected reports. 
With the Jedi left behind Banch Lur left Naboo for home; Armand Isard arranged for other transport for Coruscant, singing practically about the plushy bureaucratic job that awaited him there. The Jedi were just thrilled Isard was gone, but that left them and them alone holding the preverbal Krendel mourning ‘bag’. Included in their orders from the supreme chancellor was Valorum’s okay to go to Naboo; they were exempt from the prohibition rule so long as his royal highness saw fit to have the Jedi there, generally only for whatever they needed to do to progress their case. To that end it was all but completed: they had returned Krendel’s body after all evidence that could be collected from it was collected. They waited in another room, waiting for the king’s next move.

That bothered the Knight and his apprentice. They had dealt with Tomas Krendel before. The young man, no older than Casper, was a mixed bag of unlikable; his pompousness was only equaled by his inability to lead and be his own, decisive man. It was so bad even the very reserved Casper had talked Veruna down last year when Veruna did not believe the word of several people that knew his late father had conspired with Magus Prophet against Juna Angelleia, and that his denial to accept the fact cost them time. They both felt being around Naboo wasn’t a good idea considering last year, and considering that the first suspicions Veruna was going to have about who had murdered his father was going to be related to the Rapier Clan. It was very easy to look at them being responsible for the crime, but there laid the problem for Ros; each Force user had their own opinions plodded in secret.

Ros was not foolish to eliminate any member of the Rapier Clan as suspects, in particular the matriarch of the clan. However his experience overrode all expectation and based on the Jedi philosophy the straightest, easiest path to conclusion was often wrought with unseen and unforeseeable wrongs. He was frustrated with the whole case -- his belief was solid that Duro and Hapes were connected -- but that was no excuse to suddenly adopt the ‘sure thing’. He felt they still had time to evaluate and investigate and exhaust all avenues. Sith hunting, be it figurative or literal, was not a viable investigative option to pursue. Although he knew from experience that Naressa Rapier was the only being capable of such carnage, with the means and the motive to do such a thing personally, there was no direct evidence linking her to the crimes. Circumstance often was a lava pit the Jedi played around, and in this case it was just as easy to fall into such a pit and get burned as it was just as easy to suggest that Naressa Rapier was the murderer.

Meanwhile Casper thought otherwise. No one else had a motive to murder Pirus Krendel the way they murdered him. The murderer went literally out of their way to get to him, by going to Hapes and killing everyone and destroying everything to get to one, powerless, meaningless man. Vengeance, often what anger fueled, was a sound rational motive for any being: it was no different for those of the dark side persuasion, only that with the power of the Force vengeance was achievable. Naressa Rapier would not be satisfied with the death of Magus Prophet. She couldn’t be, not when her daughter laid comatose thanks to a best laid plan that featured Pirus Krendel as bait; a plan that was meant to collect Juna Angelleia and either capture or kill Naressa Rapier. Master Yoda had told Casper when he was young that the Force never lets a Jedi forget. Naressa Rapier wasn’t going to forget what Pirus Krendel had done. There was a chance that she wasn’t finished: what if the king was next? Perhaps the Jedi Council felt they were needed on Naboo for that very reason.

There were several thoughts both shared in silence. One of them was to contact Rapier Manor, just to see if Enothchild had returned from wherever he had gone. Talk to Dizzy or Muriel Arnes if they were around. Perhaps arrange some time to see Lady Juna Angelleia. Casper did not bring it up for he felt his Master was not over what Master Sarch had done; Ros evaded the idea for that reason, and to not push their luck they got in trouble for trying to contact Enothchild while they were on Duro. It was just best to follow orders, even with the reservations they had if those orders came from King Veruna.

They spent their time on the atrium overlooking the river that flowed over the falls behind the Palace of Theed. They spent hours there; most of the time Casper was reading the instructions to the Hapes cornea capture technique; Ros had wisely put the eyes away in their storage containers of evidence and locked them tight, fearing what might happen if someone in Veruna’s circle happened to see them. They figured that the meeting with the king wasn’t going to be pleasant and they didn’t need to make it any worse. Being in possession of his father’s eyes would make the wrong impression.

In the dims of sunset, Casper suggested as he put his data pad away, “Perhaps we should contact the Council and tell them of our findings, Master?”

Ros’ lekku curled just slightly, which he further expressed his feelings. “If we are ordered home by his majesty, than we will wait until we’re home. Not now. I want to give them more than eyeballs.” He looked to Casper, looking around carefully, and asked, “Speaking of which, how goes that science project?”

“The instructions are comprehensive, but not difficult to follow,” said Casper with a shrug of his shoulders. “And we can do this at any time with the right equipment. They used some sort of chemical process that protects the eyes from rotting, but leaves the DNA alone so compatible matching can be done. It’s supposed to have no effect on the stored image. I have my doubts on that, though.”

“Me too,” said Ros with a nod. “For starters we most certainly do not try this here. Secondly we cannot trust what we see from it.”

Casper nodded and added, “Well…it does say that the visuals may be overlaid and distorted, but any good minor imagery software can correct it with time.”

“That’s not what I meant,” said Ros flatly. “Remember, any evidence can be tampered with, and it’s open to a lot of interpretation.” He rubbed his forehead to relieve the knot that was forming there; sometimes reminding Casper of the obvious lately was giving him a headache; the young man’s sureness was once sought by Ros, now it was troublesome. It affected Ros’ own thinking processes. To that he announced, “I’m thinking of eliciting an outside thought source to help us.”

“Really? Like Master Yoda? Or Master Windu?” Casper was very enthused at the very idea featuring one of the prominent Jedi Masters he held in high regard.

Ros shook his head. “Although their input would be welcomed I know they can’t help us. This requires a completely different view of the case, and therefore a completely different view of the galaxy. Sometimes to understand the evil one is dealing with is to deal with evil in understanding.”

“I don’t follow, Master,” said Casper in confusion.

“I don’t expect you to because…I never thought I would have to stoop to such a low and have you be aware of it.” Ros sighed out loud. “But we have to eliminate the element of the Magus Prophet-like part of this and sure up what exactly we are dealing with. To do that, you need evil to explain it.”

Casper chagrinned a bit and asked, “And who do we know that would be so forthcoming?”

“I doubt he would be given certain circumstances. However if it amuses him enough, Lars Breck can’t wait to jump on the chance, especially if a Moranna Knight is begging for his input.”

Confused, Casper walked over to Ros and asked, “Who is Lars Breck? I think I heard that name before. Didn’t you tell me of him?”

“I have told you of him, but not about him and often not by name.” Ros looked at him seriously and said, “He’s someone no one should ever know by name let alone meet.” 

The serious look got Casper’s attention quickly and made the youth understand that his Master was not just saying that. The Twi’lek sensed that it was no longer prudent to keep the door close on the knowledge once he had opened it. “Your generation and the future generations of Jedi are not supposed to know of Breck because he is, by far, the most dangerous of non-Force users the galaxy has ever known. You haven’t really heard of him until now because the Jedi Council forbids it. What I am suggesting in Breck is an outdated method of solving a case. One wrought with too much danger and risk.”

“I don’t understand,” said Casper with a frown. “If he’s so dangerous, than why isn’t he put away?”

“He is, he’s in the detention center beneath the Temple,” said Ros. “All that does is made sure that if he does something we can trace it back to him very quickly.” He raised his hand to cut off anymore of Casper’s questions. “You first must know about him to understand why such precautions are taken.

“Over seventy years ago, Lars Breck was once Doctor Lars Breck, an Ortolan who had practiced both psychology and psychiatry on his home world. One day, for reasons he won’t explain, he left his home world and went to Coruscant; he apparently made a few stops along the way. In all his stops, he began to use what he called his method of eating for he was a picky eater.”

Casper frowned. “Ortolans constantly eat. How can Breck be picky?”

“He enjoyed the partial digested meals of other living beings. That is…meals that were still inside of his victims.” Ros began using his hands to illustrate; as he did, his lekku shuttered at the thought of describing what he was about to describe; even for him, it was disturbing. “He discovered by using certain foul smells he could induce vomiting. What no one knew until Breck was that the powerful digestive juices found in Ortolans became a nerve gas-like agent in the air that most of time rendered other life paralyzed but left Breck unaffected. Once he subdued his victims, and there were plenty if you can imagine, Breck would insert his snout down their throats and suck out what’s there in their stomachs.”

Casper noticeably paled. He opened his mouth, but the thought of having his mouth open while the visual of a big, fat Ortolan ramming its long trunk snout down his throat made him close it. He gulped a bad taste down and said, “That’s…pretty sick.”

“I know, but that’s not the extent of what he can do,” said Ros, stressing it. “Breck possesses a high powered perception very few, if any, can match, and uncannily strong force of will. He isn’t Force sensitive at all, and yet with both gifts and skill he has shown he can hypnotize and possess an unsuspecting Jedi.” 

Ros crossed his arms and leaned back against the stone rail near the river. “Do you remember Artuse-Pan Fanagall?”

Casper’s eyes lit up. “Fanagall was a fallen Jedi that Master Nadja Moranna had destroyed, wasn’t it?”

Ros nodded and continued. “Fanagall was an experienced Jedi Knight that had a complex problem he couldn’t quite solve because he couldn’t understand the character of others. He was weak when it came to understanding the Living Force; therefore he just couldn’t grasp how a suspect in the case he worked would think and act. With permission from the Council, Fanagall brought his problem to Breck. Breck pointed him in the right direction, and Fanagall solved the case. There would be a few more times Fanagall would go see Breck to help him out, something that was allowed but Nadja adamantly opposed. She confronted Fanagall about it, but he blew her off.

“Little did we know that Breck had got to Fanagall. He convinced him that he was a destined prophet of the Force; that he was to gather the parents of the Jedi children who failed and were sent to the Agricultural Corps, where he was to teach them to use the Force. Fanagall’s reasons were just as twisted as his mind, so all there was to teach those people, if he had ever found them, was darkness. In the end, Nadja stopped him.”

Casper asked, “What would possess a Jedi to allow a creature to sway them over to the dark side?”

“The belief all of us Jedi have: that there is a chance that the good of beings, regardless of their evil, can be reached,” explained Ros in quick summary. “After that, very few Jedi were allowed access to Breck, and no one just spoke his name or talked about him. His existence will slowly die with him. But he was the first creature I had ever known or encountered that I wish we could just put to death. Prophet being the second.”

“Why exactly?” Casper frowned a bit at the thought. “We have him. You appear to take it personally.”

“I do,” said Ros with a nod. He stared at the Palace of Theed with contemplation in his eyes; there also was a stirring within the walls, clearly seen through the large windows. “You see, Breck twisted Fanagall because he wanted to use Fanagall as a weapon to kill Nadja, Enothchild, and anyone else associated with them. You see in Breck’s mind, Nadja and Breck had a connection: she was the one that brought Breck down, but it was more than that. He was fixated on her, particularly her eyes. He obsessed over her eyes.

“You see serial criminals have compulsion motives: something triggers them to act, and something else occurs that motivates them and together it gives them power. For Breck it was about food, but it was also the need to look into the eyes of his victims when he” Ros made hand motions again and his head-tails quivered at the imagined visual in his mind “ate. Though they were rendered helpless by the nerve agent and would die from the affects they were still alive when he ‘ate’.”

Ros approached Casper, got close to the young man’s face. “He could read their silently agony in their eyes, even if it was the slightest movement. And he enjoyed that just as much as he enjoyed their last meals. Such a creature allowed to live after he killed hundreds of men, women, and children, perhaps even whole families with such a terrible method of execution? Nadja often said she had wished she had just buried her lightsaber in him the first time she had ever saw him.”
Backing up, Ros continued, “Anyways, Breck felt she was eventually going to marry Enothchild. He knew Nadja and Enothchild were going to be husband and wife before they knew it. In fact Nadja had often wondered -- if irony and the Force be one and the same -- if that was the actual catalyst that would lead her and Enothchild down the aisle of union.” Ros shrugged his shoulders. “Breck feared it. Nadja marrying Enothchild meant Enothchild had Breck’s ‘pretty eyes’. Breck knew he would never see Nadja and her eyes again. He felt hurt and betrayed, and therefore he wanted them both dead.” 
Ros shook his head and looked to Casper with sincerity. “Like Prophet, Breck is an uncontrollable weapon. Such weapons should be destroyed. This idea of using him to profile our suspect is a last resort, but I see no other avenues of discovery.”
Before Casper could ask more about the compelling, if not gross, subject, a commotion spilled out of the Palace of Theed. King Veruna, sans royal pomp and circumstance, was followed by his supervisors and assistants; everyone in the group looked serious and overworked emotionally on some level. Veruna was a mess; his eyes were puffy, red, and had bags under them. Yet he possessed an energy that would not let him rest, or slow down, but make him erroneous if not careful; the energy of rage.

“Master Jedi,” began Veruna, not using his royal voice. “I’m to understand from your report to date that you have no suspects in what you clearly define as a murder.”

Ros had stood up and assumed his customary Jedi pose after bowing. Casper followed suite. Ros said, “Your Majesty, forgive me, but your father’s murder is more complicated than you may think. It’s connected to another -.”

Veruna shook his head, raised his hand, and said in interruption, “I don’t want to hear an excuse. I have your suspect. Her name is Naressa Rapier.” He began to count off the reasons on his raised hand. “She hated my father and wanted to destroy him with relentless attacks that went beyond politics and lawsuits. After what he had done to Juna…I mean Lady Angelleia and almost killing her, I can’t believe for a parsec that Naressa Rapier would just forget it all happened. She has motive, and she’s the richest woman in the galaxy; she has means. And she isn’t here. That’s opportunity.”

“She isn’t here?” questioned Casper. The two Jedi exchanged quick looks. “You mean not on Naboo?”

“That’s exactly what I am saying,” said Veruna. There was a hint of pride in his voice because he enjoyed pointing that out to the Jedi that talked down to him last year. “After I received word of my father’s death, I knew it was her. I sent a Royal Summons to Rapier Manor, and in return my servers were informed that she hadn’t been home or at Rapier Technologies for ‘quite a while’. They won’t say for how long, they won’t say where she is or has been; only that she has been in contact with them.”

Veruna didn’t settle down as he continued after a deep breath. “Your opinion, Master Jedi, is all I need to get a search warrant granted to tear Rapier Manor apart to see if she is there. All that evidence you have may be circumstantial, but with Rapier named a suspect I can go in legally and uncover the truth. Maybe she is innocent; if so she will not mind the intrusion. So I need your word, Master Jedi. What say you?”

Casper thought to add his two cents; he personally thought it was a swell idea! Ros quashed it all. “I will not lie, and I will not violate the rights and the trust of the innocent only because you feel -- not know -- that Misses Rapier maybe did something.”

“Maybe? MAYBE? I don’t believe this: my father’s dead!” Veruna shouted at the top of his lungs, leaning towards Ros and getting into his face when he yelled. “You Jedi normally just barge in and do as you will, like last year if memory serves.”

“First of all that was the Order of Guardians that took over the palace, we just happened to arrive,” reminded Ros. Unlike with Isard, the Jedi Knight was calmer and more posed. After all, like it or not, Veruna was a world leader with a lot of clout and a lot of men. He didn’t get rough, but he didn’t back down. “Secondly as tragic as your father’s death is, that is no reason for us to go busting down someone’s door.”

“I am the King of Naboo! By your oath you are to do my bidding!”

“As a Jedi, I have sworn an oath to the Republic and its leaders. But I have also sworn to obey and uphold the law for I am not exempt from those same laws. I am not above the law. I also swore that I will not abuse the powers I have been born and given. The Republic emancipated us with power for they trust us to use it wisely, and therefore we’re allowed to overrule asinine requests.”

“Asinine?!?” Veruna put his hands against his hips. “How this for a reason: to see if Lady Angelleia is alive!”

Ros rocked back onto his heels a bit, feeling Casper’s concerns directed towards him. Or was it Casper’s wish that they take that excuse and run with it. Ros asked, “You did ask Rapier representatives about Lady Angelleia’s medical status, didn’t you?”

Veruna was suddenly rocking back on his heels. It was clear that he had pulled that excuse out of his butt; he couldn’t get his lies straight fast enough and needed time. “Of course…of course I did! They claim she is still comatose, but otherwise fine. I disagree. I want proof that a beloved young woman, and former royal of this world I might add, is what they claim. As a matter of national security, I need you two to make sure Lady Juna Angelleia is alive and well as can be.”

“Master?” began Casper. Even though this was obviously a ploy on Veruna’s part the reason was sound.

“King Veruna,” began Ros after some thought and after encouraging Casper to not speak, “I and my apprentice will go to Rapier Manor but to only to ascertain about Lady Angelleia’s condition. Nothing more than that.” Then he quickly added, “Alone.”

Veruna went to say something more, but Ros just bowed and motioned for Casper to follow him. Ros could have argued all day and night not to go for a whole variety of reasons. But he couldn’t deny the fact that he wanted to go and see if Enothchild was there. Damn the case for a day or so; it was time to have some curiosities answered.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 44.1

In a land speeder driven by the one of King Veruna’s own chauffer staff Casper and Ros were on their way to the providence of Iossessa. During the trip they received a communication from one of Veruna’s security staff that indeed Naressa Rapier was off planet; she had just got in touch with her attorney recently and would be home within five days from Fondor to answer the King’s royal summons.
They discussed the turn of events privately behind a sealed partition as their driver navigated the winding trails that eventually tracked northward. Casper leading the way on the questioning for most of the drive and conversations. “Fondor? Can they be certain?”

“She contacted her lawyer, so whatever she says to him and he relays can be put up to a fair amount of scrutiny,” remarked Ros. “Then again, it was the King’s advisor that told us of this information. Remember what I said about politics?”
If Casper learned anything at all in the law enforcement area of his Jedi life it’s that lawyers tend to make doing their job tough; since most lawyers become politicians it made them all the worst. It was impossible to read whether the truth was being told, especially when it’s coming from a third party that may or may not know. Worse for them they themselves didn’t get the information directly from Naressa Rapier’s attorney; forth hand news from King Veruna’s subordinates. Given the nature of the King’s angst against the Rapier Clan, specifically Misses Rapier, there really was no telling who was telling the truth.

So he suggested, “Perhaps we should notify the Council again, ask them to deploy ships along the travel route.” When Ros laughed, the young man looked at his Master. “What is it?”

“Deploy ships along the travel route?” Ros shook his head. “Casper, we do know that Isard was telling the truth about the Republic’s cutting down of the military. What ships are going to be available to do just that?”

Casper cringed a bit, his hands tucking back into his robe pockets. For the first time in a long time he felt the cool touch of the inoperable Sithian language ball; it still hadn’t worked since he tucked it down his pants. It did, however, give him motivation to speak about dark side subjects. “Master, do you think Lady Angelleia is in trouble? You seemed more eager to go based on the King’s false pretense of that than on his previous suspicions.”
There was some long thoughtful silence from Ros at first. He sighed. “I don’t know. I’m probably….I am doing this for my own selfish reasons.”
“So it’s Master Enothchild that you think is in trouble?”

Ros eyed Casper suspiciously. “No, I don’t think Enothchild is in trouble. He isn’t here because he isn’t here. Nue’s checking that out for the Order. Personally he’s a free man with no obligation to check in with the Order anymore. I am going to Rapier Manor because Lady Angelleia’s status must be confirmed. Nothing more than that.”
Casper returned the look and said, “Master, please, don’t twist your reasons for going around our duty.” He knew he overstepped his bounds on that one. Ros though didn’t correct him. Knowing he was right, he said to his mentor, “You feel just as much as I do that Naressa Rapier is the best suspect we have in this case. We’ve handled cases close to this one before; why change the way we approach it now?”

Ros shifted in his seat and said, “It’s not that easy and you know it. Not with her.”
“Then you agree with me.” When the Twi’lek didn’t answer, the Human became a little more frustrated. “What would it take to have you answer that question?”

“Rational certainty,” was Ros’ response. “Give me rational certainty that explains it all and then I will answer the question. I don’t mean just in the Duro case and the Hapes case, I want an explanation for it all beyond what I all ready know. Give me that, my young Padawan Learner, and I will agree with you.”

There lied the problem for Casper: he didn’t know what Ros knew. Much of what Enothchild had told Ros had never left Ros’ lips, never found their way to the reports he had made; particularly the events surrounding Sanctuary. Thinking of Sanctuary chilled the young man, causing him to subconsciously tug up more on his Jedi hood. He said, “I’m sorry, I was just pointing out…my thoughts on the cases.”
“I know you are,” said Ros calmly. He sighed regrettably. “Look, if you were to tell me Misses Rapier was a Sith Lord before last year and we had proof of her evilness then I would be inclined to agree with you instantly. I don’t jump to conclusions like that currently because of the wonderful job that she had done raising her daughter. As strong as Juna is, the temptation to make her an instrument of evil by someone you and I believe to be wicked would be too much to pass up. You’re telling me now that you don’t think Juna is a good person?”
Casper blinked at that with some confusion. Frowning, he said, “Well…no. No, Lady Angelleia is a good being! I haven’t changed my position on that.”

“And Enothchild would not have given the both of them the time of the lighted day if he thought them to be so Sithian,” said Ros. There was a tone to that suggesting that in reality he was splitting hairs. Maybe Enothchild was around Juna to protect her from Naressa. Would such a dark creature allow such a friendship, though? “I trust Enothchild’s judgment of character. To that, I’m willing to give Naressa Rapier half the chance to earn my respect and peace.”
Casper wanted to smile at that because he felt it meant something else entirely. He said, “Only half?”

Ros nodded and said, “Only because she all ready earned the first half when she saved your life on Prophet’s ship.”
“What!” Casper turned himself towards his Master directly. He just did not hear that, and if he did he didn’t believe it. “What do you mean she saved my life?!? At Sanctuary? That wasn’t in your report to the Council.”
“Because I told the Council during the oral report when they asked me if there was anything else to add.” Ros turned to Casper a bit. “If it makes you feel any better, why don’t you tie her rescue of you in the context of a conspiracy? Say…she saved you because she hopes to become your friend or asks for a favor of you, like keeping her secret a secret.”

Casper sat back with his arms crossed, seriously miffed. Again he told himself he wasn’t angry, but just the thought of that…that…that…dark woman saving him….for what gain…….some of what Ros brought up made sense to him! It was all part of her grand plan. For a Sith, she was unbelievably cleaver. Once again it amazed him that the Jedi Council would do nothing to stop her.

After a while of silence they began to notice in the dark bright lights shining over the horizon of the woods. They knew it had to be Rapier Manor: on maps, Iossessa’s capital was practically the super mansion in the middle of it. Most of the small northern providence’s land was owned or co-shared by the Rapier Clan. Fifty-three percent of the sparse population worked at Rapier Technologies and its subsidies throughout the providence; another ten percent were employed and lived at Rapier Manor. 
As they drove by the modest homes they could tell who worked for the company and who did not; most families this far north of Naboo barely had one landspeeder, yet there were quite a few residences with a new speeder, two new speeders, or perhaps those combinations along with a small, private space craft parked in the back yards; specially marked with a courier license so they may land outside of the designated spaceports on the planet.
There was a long stretch of road that went through hills and surrounded by forest and at one point had no traffic on it other then them. It wasn’t long before it became a straight, flat drive towards the horizon that lasted ten kilometers. Half way to then end of the stretch they both could see the front section of Rapier Manor, and they watched it grow from the ground upon approach. The last time they were on Naboo the two never had the pleasure of being there; they were stuck guarding the Vhinphyc Sleeper Helle, and took her to Coruscant before Lady Angelleia left the Palace of Theed for good.

Unexpectedly the gates opened up even before they stopped. The driver went ahead and drove the last half kilometer to the mansion’s grand front entrance. Architecturally its shape was a modest rectangle with curves and swathes in the wood, marble, and duracrete structure that rose several stories above the ground. The mansions’ five floors were like a standard Coruscant building’s twenty, the ground floor having the highest ceiling clearance. As they moved from the speeder both Knights were impressed by the intricate carvings in all the materials, tedious work if it didn’t pay the workers who had done it well. Even the driver, who was late getting around to opening their doors, looked like the typical person that hadn’t seen the place before.
Ros let out a low whistle when he noted the platinum lighting that flooded the front porch from its high above crystal fixture. “Cripes, I knew Bendian Rapier was full of it, but not this full of it.”
The non-modern, ultra tall wooden doors both opened outward with the ease of a giant pushing them. It was merely middle aged men; one of each in good tailored servant’s clothing pushing the doors open. An elderly, wrinkly woman with pulled back gray hair and wearing an unassuming dress with fixture pockets greeted the Jedi with a tiny curtsy. She said, “Good evening, Master Jedi. I am Greta Culla, Head of Household. Welcome to Rapier Manor. You are expected.”
“We are?” questioned Ros. Casper cleared his throat to remind him of manners. “Oh, I am Ros Ofcheck, and this is my Padawan Learner Casper Knightshade.” She gave them both nods and Ros added afterwards, “So we are expected?”

“Yes. But you will leave now.” Greta’s kind voice was filled with a bit of venom as she ‘bit’ at the driver of the land speeder. “Tell your king we will provide the Jedi with transportation thank you.”

The driver only grunted, got back into the luxury speeder, and proceeded to take his leave.

“Please come in and allowed to be welcomed,” said Greta, the kindly grandmother returning to humble the guests. 
The Jedi walked in, and immediately Casper’s eyes were fixated on something that appeared to be miles away from the door. With the blowing out of wind a cool, mysteriously pleasant scent touched his nose. This was followed by a tingling sensation at the end of his nose, and quickly he rubbed it away as Greta continued speaking. “Lady Naressa had informed me of your possible arrival. Not by name, just that you were coming. Can we take your robes? Do you have things that needs tended to?”
“No on both accounts,” assured Ros, smiling for her friendliness. It covered a bit of nervousness, though, that Casper sensed. Somehow Naressa Rapier knew they were coming here…and his nose tickled again. “She knew we were coming?”

Greta nervously smiled. “My Lady knows such things and does her best to be accommodating. In fact she asks of you two to be her guests here until her return, even if you are here on official Jedi business. She has asked us to cooperate with you in any way.”
Ros and Casper exchanged looks, to which the Human could only raise his eyebrows. Casper turned his attention back towards what appeared to be a large image of Lady Angelleia in royal form in the great distance. If anything he was trying to judge how far away it was; looking down the halls from east to west wasn’t a good gauge.

“We accept the Lady’s hospitality,” said Ros, which prompted Casper to shoot a look back at him. Ros just continued. “It’s actually been quite awhile since we have had anything that looked like a place to stay.”

“Then follow me please.” Greta gestured for the two to head eastward, and the trio lead the way with the rest of the house help in tow. “And I must say it is an honor to have the two of you here. Master Enothchild Sarch is always a welcomed guest.”

“Is he here, Miss Culla?” asked Casper innocently.

“No, I’m afraid he’s not.” Greta said with some apprehension in her voice. Casper was suspicious of that, but Ros showed no signs of interest. “It’s been a while since we’ve had notable guests here.”

“Forgive me for asking, but how is Lady Angelleia?” asked Ros. Greta noticeably slowed a little and was more apprehensive. Her brow was heavy with worry. “May we see her?”

Casper sensed a finality in Greta’s thoughts; the kind of mindset that was emitted by those who told the truth despite their reservations. “I’m sorry, Master Ros, but Lady Juna is not here.” She held some air in and then continued on her exhale. “She…surprised us all by rising from her coma form and left us six months ago.”
“And you didn’t notify the Royal Authorities?” questioned Ros. “King Veruna told us that someone here said she was still in coma.”
Greta frowned just a little, and her bit of pompousness gave way to a harder, broader, but still polite manner of presentation. “My memory is that I told Theed Lady Juna was fine; I didn’t say she was still in a coma. That’s Tomas Krendel putting words in my mouth. Just like his father, that boy only speaks what he hears in his own, closed mind!”
Seeing the Jedi’s collective skepticism, Greta continued to explain after calming down. “I agree it’s rather shocking to have something like that happen with someone like Lady Juna, but Lady Naressa wanted this kept within an exclusive circle. Besides, it isn’t Theed’s business to know if and when Lady Juna takes a crap…forgive me for saying.” She put an assuring hand on Ros’ arm. “It’s all right. Master Enothchild found her. He contacted Lady Naressa about the news earlier today.” She wrung her elderly hands with worry. “I just hope he brings her wayward bottom home. Lady Juna, though an adult, shouldn’t put such a worry in her mother like that. It’s improper.”
So that’s why Enothchild isn’t here Casper heard Ros think aloud. Casper also received a picture of a mental checklist that had a comprehensive timeline written on it. Based on what Greta had said, Lady Angelleia had been missing ever since Enothchild had left the Jedi Order.

Greta’s voice with sadness broke the thought process. “The poor Lady Juna. Who knows why she ran away, but a good reason would be that horrible, horrible monster having disfigured her so badly….” She sighed and waved her hands in front of her as to clear the whole picture from her mind. “I’m sorry, I just care too much for the Rapiers well being.”

Changing the gears of the question asking would have been the prudent step in order to continue the friendly rapport amongst them. Ros said, “Such long standing loyalty along with heart felt caring is hard to find these days in living servants. Usually I find it only in droids.”

“I can’t argue with you there,” she said with a nod. “To be blunt the only reason most continue to work here is for the money.” She didn’t care that a few of them were only a few paces away; Greta had both seniority and authority. “This is a nice home to be a servant in. No reason to loathe it.” Greta straightened herself up and said proudly, “I have served the Rapiers for over fifty years. This home has been my home as well as theirs, from Daniem to Bendian, God and Force bless them both men of the house.”
Casper was aware of Bendian, so he figured Daniem had to be Lady Angelleia’s grandfather. Once again he smelled the mysterious scent and lost track of his thoughts. The long walk didn’t do enough to clear his head, and once they reached their destination the scent blew in his face strongly again. He looked to his left and in the distance he could see what appeared to be a statue, bathed in the light of the Nubian moons, surrounded by a sea of moving black. He asked, “Miss Culla, whose statue is that down that way?”
Smiling mournfully, the elderly woman said, “It is Bendian’s memorial. It’s the very center of the mansion, looking at his precious daughter’s portrait on the wall.” Greta sighed away her growing sorrow quickly and asked, “If you like I can show you around before turning in.”

Ros checked his chrono and said, “We don’t want to be an intrusion. It’s very late as it is. Do you mind if we do have a look around ourselves?”

“No problem but let me get you situated in your rooms first before turning in.” She gestured towards the nearest group of tall, white doors. She excused the others and then showed the Jedi inside. The room was just….large and stretched forever down both ends; both ends had their own beds, own living room furniture, own freshers, own just about everything else.
Greta said for historical reference, “This was the room that Master Enothchild and Captain Arnes first stayed in. It’s different prospectively, of course, since the manor was rebuilt after that horrible attack.”

Ros finally had to rub his right lekku; if not it was going to spasm. He said, “Were you here during the attack by Jurivicious Pern and Magus Prophet?”

Hissing in offense, she said, “Forgive me but never utter those filthy names in this house again!” She calmed and continued. “Yes, and I was almost killed in the explosion. But I remained for I knew this was where I wanted to be. Lady Naressa would take good care of me just as Bendian had done.”
Noting the two Jedi’s off and on looks of annoyed discomfort, Greta held up a finger to enforce a pause. She then went to the door way, opened a cleverly well hid secret compartment inside the doorway. She keyed a button and said into the compartment, “Complete accounting of two new occupants and stand down from assessment mode.” After the chime, she closed the compartment and returned to their position. “Sorry about that. The MITES had to be getting a bit more off of you than you would have liked.”
“Mites, Miss Culla?” questioned Casper. His nose felt loads better now.

“It stands for Miniature Imaging Transmission Electrical Sensors,” said Greta. “It is Bendian’s last great invention: a nanoscopic security system. The system automatically does a data collection analysis on newcomers. Normal people hardly notice them, but Jedi can feel their movements and contact through the Force. At least that is how Master Enothchild explained it to me.” She wiped her hands together, than showed them as if they were clean. “During analysis there’s a million on you, but there should only be a thousand bumping into you from now on.”
“Pretty ingenious,” said Ros, looking around the room. “I was wondering what kind of security was in place here.”

“The unusual and them some. Sometimes, without Lady Naressa here, it doesn’t feel like it’s enough.”

Casper measured that carefully, and boldly asked, “Miss Culla, do you know that Misses Rapier uses the Force?”

Greta played with the hem on her dress a bit, and said with a sigh, “I do, but it is more than that I think.” She sighed again, looking a bit uncomfortable talking out of place. “I am college educated. I never wanted to go, but Bendian insisted I go to the University of Coruscant during parts of his first two terms in the Senate; me, going to such a place where a class book on data card there cost more than I make right now. Despite all I learned at such an old age no one there could convince the superstitious part out of me.” 
Greta gestured towards the floor, indicating the house as a whole. “This house…is filled with dark tidings, but I am still here because I know it’ll never hurt me. Just as I know Lady Naressa would never hurt me or let anyone else hurt me. She frightens me sometimes. I wept more upon her ghostly white return than I did at her funeral. I thought nothing more could have been taken from her until I looked into her yellow eyes. Pupils so black….no light escapes them.”
Casper shook a little at just the description, which was followed by a memory from his past slowly appearing in his head. It was long before the events that took place that drew Yoda away from training him. It was on the planet Dagobah that the young man found himself as a boy of seven. He was told to go into a cave in a tree, cursed and pulsating with the dark side of the Force. Bravely he went in, and in the darkness due to a lack of light he saw nothing for a very long time. It changed just as suddenly as a face in white appeared after a black robed body turned to face young Casper down. Weaponless, he didn’t know what to do as he sat on the cold, damp ground, and the Sith Maiden with white skin, black hair, and glowing yellow eyes reached out to him with her dead nail hands….

“She frightens me,” said Greta again, and Casper found himself coming out of his panic. He noted quickly that no one had noticed. “But I pray she never changes.”
“Why is that?” asked Ros curiously.

“Because if she does it will be far worse than she is now.” Greta was ashamed of saying that. She closed her eyes and said, “She sold her soul to protect her Gessa. Her Gessa: the Light of her living days. For that love, she sacrificed her eternity and salvation.” She opened her eyes and measured both men. “We dare not ask her to lose more than that.”

Sighing wearily, Greta waddled for the doors, stopped, turned and said to them, “Forgive an old woman and her superstitions, Master Jedi. I just….I just want you to understand. Good night now. If you need anything, do not hesitate to use the control stations.”

The doors closed, and for a moment both Knights stood there perplexed. Ros then turned to Casper and said, “Either her college major was in Drama, Superstitions and Applications, or Domestic Logistics.” He smirked a little, but it was a failed attempt at trying to make such a serious matter lighter. “Will you look at the size of this place? You would think someone was compensating for something.”

Casper only smiled briefly and nodded. Greta’s words had bothered him. A lot. There was now a part of him, small but growing, that wished he wasn’t here right now. To quell the fear, he stuck to work. “Master, aren’t we overstepping out bounds? We told the king we were only here to check on Lady Angelleia. She’s not here.”
“And now you want to leave?” Ros’ lekku fluttered at him, at the reversing thought. “Casper, not long ago you were chomping at the bit to nail Misses Rapier for the murders. Now that we’re as close as we’re going to get to that truth, based on your opinion, you want to leave.”

“I was just pointing out that our reasons for being here are not the stated ones we gave the king,” said Casper to dodge the issue. He could tell in Ros’ eyes that it wasn’t going to work. “We would be lying. Contradicting ourselves. After we had admonished Veruna.”
“Don’t give me that,” said Ros with a shake of his head. “You are letting fear grip you. I can sense it.” Casper turned away from that, but he could still feel his master’s presence. “What scares you?”

Just when he felt Ros was going to touch him, Casper turned around and forced down his throat courage. He said with a sigh, “I’m not afraid, Master. Just…worried. Cautiously worried.”
Sensing he wasn’t going to get anywhere with the discussion as it was, Ros said, “Okay.” He stepped away from the Padawan Learner and took off his Jedi robe, tossing it on the nearest sofa chair. “We’re invited guests of Misses Rapier. I can’t see how the supreme chancellor would have a problem with that. Veruna might, but he shouldn’t being that we’re so close to her now. This will keep him from biting on our heels while we’re here. In the meantime we’ll get a look around the place. Ask a few innocent questions of the people that know her best. I think that list will be short.”

Ros then did something that was a little unsettling for Casper; the Twi’lek ran normally across the room, going to Casper’s left. Ros jumped spread eagle and landed squarely in the middle of the larger than large emperor-size bed face down without a bounce. Such a childish action was followed by a muffled assessment, “Firm mattress.”

Casper could only, reluctantly, concede his master’s point about the investigation, not the mattress. But if Greta was correct, and he had sensed no lying from the woman, there was a chance within the next few days that Master Enothchild was coming back to Rapier Manor. That was perhaps to true reason for his master to want to stay.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 44.2

The evening was seemingly long for even an autumn night. The coolness of it seemed to hint its way into the mansion, into the room where the Jedi rested quietly. The light from the primary moon bleached some of the insides as it barely passed through the cracks in the armor of the tall, green thick curtains; with a little more effort on the curtain puller they would have been effectively closed and not had shined continuously on Ros’ face. It prompted the Twi’lek to instinctively turn his back to it. Cloud cover would extinguish the flames of the light that shined through, momentarily putting to an end to the senseless torture upon him, to end of his tossing and turning.
Shortly thereafter, Ros was awakened quickly by a feeling in the Force. He looked around carefully, studying the room, noting that Casper wasn’t awake or bothered, and concluded that it wasn’t the MITES that were responsible for his sudden alertness. Reviewing it, he found that it was something or someone familiar that was now fading away from his conscious. To be certain he searched his feelings….
Ros.

It was a mere whisper in Ros’ mind. A cold, dead echo in an enclosed chamber; only reaching him because the chamber was in his own mind. Or he was hearing things.

Ros.

That time, Ros knew he wasn’t hearing things. He felt around with his senses. It was only in his mind, but yet it was not in the room. His feeling was that the familiar voice was at the door. He stood up, and weary of what could be there he took his lightsaber off his utility belt that laid with his Jedi robe, and yet he did not for a second consider to wake Casper from his slumber or contact Rapier Manor security. It just seemed easier for him to answer the question of the moment by doing it himself, by opening the door….
No one was there.
Ros stepped out into the well illuminated hall and glared down all three hallways; eyes wide open, ears listening for the sound of footsteps or the whirl of motivators from a droid, his Force sense tuned for nearby presences. There was nothing to suggest anyone was playing a prank, or was trying to play with the Jedi’s minds with made up, superstitious nonsense. The latter Ros had a hard time denouncing since Enothchild himself had said Nadja appeared before him as a spirit; in the annuals of Jedi History there had been documented cases where a Jedi had experiences with ghosts. Until he experienced such things himself he would be like the others; lost and skeptical.
There was a murmur of a voice that resonated in Ros’ right ear; a whisper, and at first it was breathed into his ear close. He turned to his right quickly with his head, and as he did the voice and its garble of words faded away. It faded around the distant corner of the hall, echoing off the cathedral walls and ceiling, the voice and the not so quite familiar presence he had felt at the door. It begged of him to follow. There was a feeling of hope that whatever it was he would.
Ros gripped his lightsaber, found calm, kept his senses forward and scanning, and walked casually down the long stretch of hall. He never took his eyes off the corner, never once stealing a glance at the closed doorways he passed or the paintings and fixtures that lined and bordered the expanse. He once again had a feeling that the being responsible for awakening him, the one that had been at the door of the room, was waiting from him just behind the corner. And for a brief second, he noticed something dangling. A piece of robe, absentmindedly gathered at the last second.
“Who’s there!” Ros demanded. There was no answer, no noise, no feelings of worry over being discovered. The Twi’lek took full advantage of his potential adversary’s hesitation and ran for the corner. Force senses on full to anticipate either an attack or flight, his bare feet found traction on the smooth, polished, reflective marble floor. His grip was perfect on his weapon, his thumb every so light on the activator button. He reached the corner, whipped around it in one smooth motion.
No one was there!

Further down the hall, the moonlight betrayed a shadow that passed through a massive doorway. It vanished as soon as the doors closed.

Jogging with long strides, Ros traveled a great distance to get to Grand Library. The hard wood doors were much larger than the front doors; their dark and shiny surface ominous and daring, closed together proudly, boldly suggesting that only the strongest of bodies, not minds, can enter such a cavernous place of knowledge and wisdom. Ros didn’t buy it; Juna herself had told him the one time she talked to him a year ago that the Grand Library was her favorite place to be as a little girl. If the doors to the front could be opened so easily, these doors were engineered just the same. And if not, well, he had a lightsaber.
He turned both door knobs located centrally in the doors, and pushed the doors which opened with ease. He managed one step inward from the push, and stopped with a gasp of sudden surprise. Standing right there before him was a man in a white robe; visible in the darkness without the moons now in cloud cover. It was not the robe that was familiar about him. It was his face, his black skin, his voice, and that he knew Ros Ofcheck so well.

“Good gravy, Ros,” said Jurivicious Pern with little amusement in his hollow voice, “you look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

Ros was dumbstruck and befuddled on what to do. He nearly lost his grip on his lightsaber because Pern didn’t look like a ghost; he looked alive. He got a grip on himself and his weapon when he remembered a similar situation had occurred on Alderaan, when he was so young and so naïve and Enothchild had him walk through the dark side forest of Sabbath; the forest had grew over the cursed town, the town where Dux Gheruit had slain hundreds of people in a single night, and where Siren Gheruit had slay him; a forest that no longer existed after Juna had walked though it and experienced what had happened to her. Ros had seen things in the forest, things that made him shutter and run, but in the end he remembered himself and braved through it.
“Jury,” said Ros with a slight frown. Just as easy as it was to forget his youth, he remembered now the evil Pern had done in his remaining years of his life. Of why Pern journeyed down the dark path. Pern could not have Nadja and blamed Enothchild for it, and when all three had a spat Pern was the odd man out. He went to Vhanba supposedly as a secret peace mediator between the Vhinphyc and the Vhinech. Instead he sided with the Vhinech, faked his own death, and with his Jedi skills lead the Vhinech down the road of genocidal consumption. The dark side claimed Pern, and used him to extend that conflict upon the Republic, and it was here in Rapier Manor where his greed got the best of him. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

“Two stupid questions from a man I once called my brother,” said Pern venomously. The anger in his dark eyes was evident and if he was alive his intentions would be clear. This was not the Jurivicious Pern Ros thought he had known all of his life. The man Ros knew was Nadja’s second and last Padawan, and the two of them together lived with Enothchild and Nadja practically as their children, not just as their apprentices. They were reflections of the parent that took cared of them the most: Ros the calm and rational, Pern the high strung and static. They got along, and persevered: as family, as allies in battle. 

That did not matter to this dark side spirit now. “Why am I here? Because I was murdered here.” Pern jabbed a finger towards the floor; he stood over a motif of sorts painted on the floor; the symbol of the Nubian banshee, the mythological bane of sailors and shipment on Naboo’s ancient seas. “Right on this spot by that murderous, dark, Sithian bitch. What do I want? I want you to open your pathetic eyes, do your job, and bring her to justice! Justice determined by the end of your weapon!”
Ros shook his head and huffed, “Yeah, you would like that wouldn’t you. I just happen to forget what you did to deserve what you got. I won’t be tricked, Jury. You can’t make me do it.”
Pern looked at Ros with dismay. “No one deserves my fate, Ros. I am in hell. Hell! Don’t you see it? Don’t you feel it!” He stomped his foot repeatedly over the spot. “I am right here! Forever burned into the layers of this wicked place, rotting away within my own spirit!” He stood up tall and accused, “Or do you take Sarch’s word for it? Believe that the Dark Hope’s mother is nothing more than being herself. Don’t look at me like you don’t know what I am talking about! You know! And you believe as I do that the both of them have Sarch under their control!”
Ros shook his head in denial, but to convince himself. He had thought of that, thought at one time the ridiculous notion that Enothchild was under some kind of spell. He found himself asking the questions Casper often asked aloud: why does Enothchild associate with a Sithian entity? Why does he placate her? Protect her? For what purpose? And why does the Jedi Council if they know? Or perhaps Enothchild convinced them not to bother? That he had the Dark Hope under his control?

Ros shook the ideas out of his head and yelled, “No! What you say isn’t true! You are a liar, Jury! And a murderer! And a sick bastard!”
“Really.” The moonlight broke through the stained glass windows again, and when it touched Pern’s form his Savior robes began to flake and tear and become holey, and Pern’s face and body began to rot. “Who’s more sick: me, or the Jedi that denies all their chance for justice!”
When he burst into purplish flames like Magus Prophet had on the Orpheus, Pern suddenly leapt at Ros, grabbing hold of him, setting Ros on fire. They fell to the floor together, and slowly burned into it….

Ros leapt from the bed thinking he was still on fire by the time he landed on his feet; he was shouting, and fight the blanket as if it were the fire itself, beating it with his frantic hands because his skin had felt the cold burning of the Force flames and for a few moments it still felt like he was burning. It passed when he felt the coolness of his sweet starting to emerge from his pores. And Casper’s voice and movement reminded him that he wasn’t dying. “Master! Master, are you all right!” The young man was running towards him with his lightsaber out, but not on. “Master!”
“Relax, Casper,” assured Ros unconvincingly. He was still breathing erratically by the time his apprentice arrived at his side. “I…” He couldn’t say it was a dream, and he didn’t want his apprentice to gloat over him. “I had a leg cramp.” He bent down and rubbed his calf when Casper looked at him oddly. “A Force awful one.”
“Really,” said Casper with more skepticism than concern now.

Ros sighed in exasperation and said, “If it was anything more than that why were you not aware of it?” He eyed Casper, up and down, taking in his just awakened appearance. Casper wasn’t aware that he was under duress until he himself had woke up. “You don’t believe me?”

Casper was sudden back on his heels. “Ah…no, Master. I mean…yes, I believe you.”

He put an assuring hand on his apprentice’s shoulder; he didn’t want him to be bent all out of shape because of his lie. Ros said, “Then why don’t you go back to bed. I just need to walk this cramp off. Really, go on.”

Casper smiled just briefly, but he did what he was asked to do. Ros grabbed his tunic to be more properly dressed, left the room, and let out a long exhale to further calm himself down. He walked, and he walked the same path he took in the vision that would lead him to the Grand Library. The vision, and it was not a dream and it was more than just a vision, was a little too compelling to ignore given the criteria contained in it. It was Pern, and it was the same feeling in the Force that he had felt on Hapes that pertained to the embedded shadows of the murder victims. He had read the after action report Enothchild had filed with the Jedi Order shortly after Enothchild had filed it; Pern had reportedly died in the vicinity of the library, but there was no body and there was no real explanation how Pern had died. It was merely described as an act of vaporization with means unknown, but Enothchild had felt that was where Pern had perished. 
Ros had to feel for himself, to see if it were true, to see if his own suspicions were correct and it was not just a trick of his mind or of Pern’s. It easily could be Pern’s attempt at revenge. It easily could be Casper’s constant belief that Naressa Rapier could only be the murderess. He just had to know on his own, with his own feelings.
Ros reached and opened only one of the doors to the Grand Library. Entering, he was met with familiar sites from a room he had never been in before in reality; he and Casper never explored the manor, agreeing to do so tomorrow. The place was enormous and filled with real books; hard covers, leather and vinyl and spiral bound editions of stories, fables, and learning materials mainly found for sale on data cards or in digital download form. Shelves filled the walls, on five floors, filling a great deal of space in the middle portion of the chamber, bordering around a very long, high glossed polished oak wood table that appeared to be one large piece of timber that had been carved down to make the table. It had some books scattered about on it, some table data pads, data cards, and various comfortable tall chairs around it at different intervals.
Ros saw all this from his position at the open doorway, for he did not take one more step. If he had, he would have been standing on top of the motif of the Nubian banshee he has seen in his vision. It was there the art, unmoving and peaceful, it’s black silhouette context unassuming but defining every naked curve of the fanged and nailed and tailed womanly demon. He had seen such an hex etching before; not a banshee, but of characters or other symbols used by superstitious citizenry that believed such marks protected them from evil. Too often he saw such marks when those who had them on their bodies or property were victims of evil, so apparently such charms did not work. Whether or not it worked here was another story.
Taking a firm hold of the Force within him, Ros walked over the banshee motif. Standing in the middle of it, he trained his senses downward, and through the foot of marble and stone and the ten feet of alloyed steel plating under the foundation, skipping past the wiring and sensor studs built within it. He immediately had the sense that here everything was new; that is it was newer than the surrounding earth and foundations; it was re-engineered. Yet, there was a sense of something there, brewing under the floor, still in the foundation. What it was wasn’t clearly defined. There was, on the fringe of it, the same, disturbing description of energy he felt from the shadow victims on Hapes. All it was being blocked, buffered from escape.
Ros had crouched down on a knee and had his hands on the floor to help get a better reading. Looking up, and then standing up, there was a part of him that had expected to see Jurivicious Pern standing before him, rotting and on fire. There was no one there, no one waiting, no one warning.

There was a linger thought that floated in the lonely air before him. It was simply a feeling of affirmation. It began to shift Ros from reasonable doubt towards absolute certainty. Not close to being in between the two thoughts, he still leaned towards the former. But the needle on the meter was beginning to slowly move to the latter.
