CHAPTER 19.0
The days of sublight travel by Casper and Branch towards Commenor did not yield much new insight on their case. The new information from Corellia and Desderanda X had shed no new lights on their shadowy subject. The surviving friends and relatives of the Aabracan family could not really remember what the citation medals were on the fireplace shelf, and could think of no reason why they were murdered; the case there was bitter cold. 
From Corellia, CorSec had finished its deeper investigation into the MacCabs and save for Neelay MacCabs need to gossip to the wrong people there was nothing there to indicate they deserved death by someone. The renters before the MacCabs, the Adsols, were just as in the clear of having someone wanting them dead because of a slight they caused or because they owed a debt to a criminal organization. The Corellian Jedi Nejaa Halcyon had returned to his home system from a mission, learned what had happened, and had sent word to Casper to follow up on the case for him and promised for the time being to stay home. Casper sent a thanks back, knowing Nejaa was a very good Jedi that would contact the Jedi Order to inform them of his intentions and he would explain to them why. Casper figured he had perhaps another week, maybe two, before the Jedi Order would catch up with him and drag him back to Coruscant. It was not Nejaa’s fault; he did not know Casper was not supposed to be doing what he was doing. And Casper did not fault his peer; there had to be a Jedi presence on Corellia in the event the killer happened to show up there again.
Branch Lur had a different take on the situation. “A week? Do you know where we are now? Coruscant is an hour away by hyperspace!”

“Look, I can’t ask Nejaa to cover for me if he has to explain to Master Yoda why he can’t leave Corellia,” said Casper with a sigh. “The more our suspect kills, the eventuality of Jedi intervention increases. It doesn’t help he’s killing so close to Coruscant, and during an election year to boot.”
“They will take you off this case,” decried Branch. “The Republic will take us off this case.”

“Why would that be so bad?” questioned Casper. “We want to expose Bog and the Wettlespear. If others get involved, it will happen.”

“No. No, it will not.” Branch shook his head, his migraine filled head. They were still going over home movies from the Aabracans and both now did not want to go back and continue the torture. But talking, however, was revealing their respected frustrations. Branch’s frustration was not controlled by Jedi training. “If this explodes, and the Wettlespear goes into hiding, than it will be said it is just another attempt by Trade Federation enemies to lie and smear them. We alone must find this man!”
“I am all ears on how to find him now,” reasoned Casper. “He hasn’t killed in nearly a week, and there’s nothing to go on with the victims.” He held up his data pad and pointed at it. “Desderanda’s froze and Corellia is chilling in the cooler. There is nothing, nothing that makes sense with this guy. Without sense, there is no profile, and without a profile we can’t even begin to guess where he’s going and who he’s going to kill next.”

“I know, I know,” muttered Branch, sulking towards a lounger. He flopped down in it and stewed. “But we cannot give up. We cannot be pulled off this case.” He brightened up and said, “Contact the Jedi Order. Tell them you are in pursuit.”
“I can’t,” said Casper.

“Why not?”

Casper wanted to say, wanted to tell Branch the whole story of why he was in that retirement home. He could not do it. Master Yoda had told him never to tell anyone. The Grand Jedi Master had his reasons, and as far as Angelleia Knightshade went that story would be told by her to the others in the galaxy at her behest, not his. He had violated the promises he had made to get Angelleia trained as a Jedi by going with Branch; that was all the violations he wanted to commit.

Casper’s frustration came out when he said, “I really wasn’t supposed to come out here. I did because you asked and yes, because I was bored with my life. But now we’re reaching a point of stalemate. It’s been over two weeks: we can’t afford to keep chasing our tails. Believe me I really don’t want to go back with nothing finished, but I’m beginning to think we’re near our end. We have to decide very soon to pass this on to others. They’ll run with it, I know it.”
“The Trade Federation will shut this up,” said Branch. “It will never get out of the Core Worlds, and in a week without the Wettlespear it will fade away.”

“Law enforcement will be on alert, and the Order will-.”

“The Order?” Branch stood back up and said, “We just came from Corellia, Casper, where the home Jedi there were nowhere to be found. The Jedi Order is too busy, Casper. You are already on this case; there is no other Knights to be spared……Use your senses!”

“I have, Branch, I have, every day,” said Casper, standing up as well. “I’m almost there, I admit that.” He raised his hand to stop Branch from speaking. “I said almost there, but I’m not sensing how I’m going to get over the hump. If I can’t do it in the next day or so, then I’m not going to do it. And we really can’t root for more death.”

Branch’s portable station beeped, causing the Neimoidian to drag himself towards the table. He read the text message and sighed. “I don’t root for more death either, but the killer has struck again.”

Casper’s shoulder dropped as low as a Human could drop such parts of their skeleton. A good day for a Jedi was the same good day for any person of authority: a day they were never needed. He asked, “Where?”
“Not far from here,” said Branch, tempering his attitude. He was a bit excited because the planet Menaddera was only an hour away via light speed. But he read further and choked out, “A week old? UGH!”

“Send it over,” said Casper, but Bog did not transfer the information over to his data pad; he just tossed his over in disgust. The Jedi had barely caught it the Neimoidian surprised him. “According to this, the people died in a fire…yeah, a week ago.”

“Yes, I read that!”

Casper read the rest of it and said, “Oh no. Did you read this? Kidnapping.”

The despair and anger vanished from Branch immediately. He had not read beyond the beginning of the report. “Kidnapping?!?” He stormed over to Casper’s side to read the data pad. Casper had a better idea and uploaded the information to the holographic projector. The information appeared and both scanned the findings at their own pace.

“First thought to be a kitchen fire gone crazy,” read Casper aloud. “Baby crib and belongings found in remains…..No infant body was found …Young couple….”

“Bog’s man in justice flagged this for a reason,” said Branch and called up the test reports. “Mother was too burnt to be tested. Father’s remains found half burnt outside of home, blood screened for arson-released toxins.” He read the rest of the test report and found the golden ticket. “Equal levels of midi-chlorian diffusion.”
“Definitely our man’s work,” said Casper, bringing up the first page of the report with a wave of his hand. “This happened before Corellia, but after Desderanda.”
“The second murders,” mumbled Branch, frowning; something was causing alarms in his brain. It was taking him some time to think about it.

“This guy must be in a slow ship or he’s really taking his time sizing up his targets,” said Casper as he compared the dates of deaths. “But this changes everything because this one crime alters how we can look at this guy. I can’t sit on this: I’m setting a course for Menaddera fast. We’ll contact the authorities right away.”

When Casper left the galley, Branch continued to examine the report, starting over from the beginning. There was something about this crime that really stood out from the two that wrapped around it, he knew it. He kept thinking about his childhood, about how he never studied for tests, how he was not at all considered smart, and then score perfectly on every multiple choice exam he had ever took in his life. His instructor at the Law Bureau of the Trade Federation had accused him of cheating and Branch was forced to take the exam again, and although it was set up differently he still scored perfectly. When the instructor demanded how someone like Branch could do so average on written and oral exams but was perfect on multiple choice exams like the final was, Branch could only say, and not meant to be crude about it, “If you could list all the possible answers for me, I know I will pick the right one.”
Branch had that same feeling he had during all those exams and in every case he closed. He had an answer, no doubt. It just had to be shown to him. He had to take the information he had, sort it some how, look at it and the answer would magically appear before him. He requested that the ship computer to separate parts of all the crime case files into different categories: the names, the dates, the type of crimes, and commonalities for starters. When the computer was finished, he started on, and suddenly the answer entered his mind; it entered his mind twice, and then suddenly three times.

Casper reentered the galley and said, “We’re away. Didn’t you hear me say strap in?”

“Alphabetical order!” exclaimed Branch, reaching for Casper’s arm as he stared at hologram. “He’s killing in alphabetical order! Look! LOOK!”

Casper moved ahead of Branch. He took note of two categories: the names, and the dates of the crimes. They followed a glaring order:

Aabracan

Acendont

MacCab

“But wait! Wait!” Branch frantically removed MacCab. “Suppose, just suppose, the Adsols were still there.”

The new list read:

Aabracan

Acendont

Adsol

Casper stepped back, stunned by the revelation. Excited, Branch Lur said, “The house on Corellia still said ‘Adsol’. The killer sorted through the mail to confirm after he shot them MacCabs dead. Why he did that I do not know, but clearly, clearly, he assumed he was murdering the Adsols. This…this is no professional killer because if, if, if he spent the time between kills we would have learned who the MacCabs were! But this, this doesn’t make it random at all, it’s organized!”

“He’s working off a list!” Casper said excitedly. “He’s going through a list alphabetically.”
“A list in Basic I think because of the letter arrangement,” stamped Branch. “It would have to be a federal list, a Republic list, for so far it is different planets, in different sectors, different trade routes, and different species.”
“He makes the mistake on Corellia,” Casper spoke slowly. “It’s only an hour to two there from Menaddera. So does he lie low, is he struggling with the list, does he have the list on him or does he have to slice a government computer to read the list.”

“What about a slow ship?” wondered Branch.

Casper liked that and nodded. “Yeah. Yes. That would make some sense.” He called up another hologram: star charts for the entire Republic. He narrowed the screen down enough to include all the systems in question and highlighted them, and had the navicomputer supply calculations between each system. He asked, “Where did our suspect get the Wettlespear?”

“Breslin, about three weeks ago,” said Branch, recalling the conversation back then from Bog. Casper expanded the field to include Breslin system.

“The calculations assume our capabilities,” said Casper. “We could do the whole thing in half a day with any current hyperdrive system and HoloNet-assisted navigation. Anything twenty-five years and older, and not combat rated, and with no assist from the HoloNet, would fit the time line profile. And small: we are talking nothing bigger than a two man voyager craft.”
Branch began making out a short report about Casper’s description of the craft. He called up the hyperspace transceiver and sent the report. “I sent a report to Menaddera with your profile off the ship. I sincerely hope they keep accurate and detailed docking bay logs.” He looked at Casper. “Perhaps you are correct. A child has now been abducted; we cannot keep this under wraps any longer.”

Casper looked at the categories again to gleam anymore insight and he said, “I can’t believe I missed that.”

“Without the Acendont murders and the MacCab mistake realized, anyone could have missed it,” said Branch. “Remember, the Adsols…By the mud, the Adsols, you don’t think…”

“The killer could be doubling back! Or still there!” Casper typed up a flash report fast and through the hyperspace transceiver sent it off to both Nejaa Halcyon and CorSec. He kept it simple: Protect Adosls: killer still on planet: they are in danger until further notice! “You still have your report in memory?”
Branch resent his report to Corellia, to CorSec specifically. He said, “Should we head back? The Jedi does not know what he faces?”

“I know Nejaa Halcyon,” assured Casper. “He’s capable, Branch, and at times pretty damn lucky. He can manage: I worry about the missing child more and Nejaa would kill us both if we went back instead of forward.” He could not help to feel a tremendous shadow lifting off his back, causing him to smile just a little. “You did it, Inquisitor.”
“I did nothing,” mourned Branch. “As long as this man is free, with a hostage, and that weapon, all that I have done is point us in a direction.” He shook his head. “A direction, I am afraid, without a proper course.”
The Neimoidian stared long and hard at Casper’s virtually created map. “Based on this, where is he going? Where did he really come from? With infant child, who then is his next victim?” He grimaced and added, “If he has the child?”
Branch had an unfortunate point that caused the Jedi Knight to nod. The killer had no problem murdering a three year old child. What was an infant to the current owner of the Wettlespear, especially a baby that could have just as easily burned up in an all consuming flame?

Numb, Casper said quietly, “You mentioned a list.”

“A government list, it would have to be,” said Branch, looking at their created list again. “I guess the next question is, then, what list?”

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

CHAPTER 19.1

Upon their arrival on Menaddera, Branch and Casper escaped the craziness that had descended upon the quiet planet; clearly, news had reached that a baby was missing, and thus the media attraction had begun. There was nothing truly wrong with such attention, only that it made nearly every element of the search a hundred times more stressful for the local law enforcement. On arrival Casper identified himself and Branch, and he added that the section chief send word to the Jedi Temple that he was there. There was no point in hiding the fact, and also no point to send another Jedi to the planet when one was sufficient in this particular case. As Branch had stated, the Jedi Order was stretched very thin nowadays; in the past many Jedi could come to track the missing baby, but in the present one Jedi could not be spared. They were entering a worse case scenario: if the child was still alive, the killer/kidnapper had a week’s head start.
Since it made little sense to look at the parent’s bodies, Branch and Casper had the deputies escort them through the frenzy – media and planetary local citizenry – on the road that stretched from the docking bay to the ruined home of young Petter and Patttonne ‘Patty’ Acendont. The escort got passed the security line, a mixture of Menaddera law officials and Alderaanian constabulary. The duo could see there was virtually little left of the three-story home.
Planetary Sheriff Malt Sterck said little on the drive, but upon the group exiting the vehicle he mournfully said, “There it is, what’s left of it. We’re used to fires like this, from lightening strikes to grease fires. And that’s what happened basically according to that arson investigator out of Alderaan.”

Sheriff Sterck lead Branch and Casper towards the area of kitchen. Branch covered his nose because he smelled something very cooked and very unnatural; Sterck’s sudden pale complex told the story too. Casper was used to the smell of burnt flesh; he had smelled it from his own legs after they were cut off. Branch thanked the gods the bodies had already been removed, for his stomach did turns.

Sterck said, “Kitchen was here, the stove you can clearly see, and she was about….” He stopped short and point at a spot. “Right here is where we found her after we pulled the roof.” He stepped away and said, “Pathologist droid figured the couple were dead long before the fire or smoke had got to them, but they’re so burnt up we can’t tell actual cause of death. Now the neighbors heard their machines going in the evening five days ago, shut down near sunset; around here this time of year it’s two hours before the next day when it gets dark. The fire was spotted at first light the next day.”

“Sheriff, what evidence do you have that a child was abducted?” asked Casper.

“Well, we uncovered the crib and the remains of the nursery,” said the sheriff. “And we know they had a child; both of these young people’s parents can swear to it, they were there when the child was born. Baby Jassie: girl, blue eyed, nine pounds. That was eight months ago. Now the neighbors have been busy all summer so they haven’t seen the baby for a month.”

“Any communication with their parents about the baby in that interim,” asked Casper.

The sheriff put his hands to his waist and asked, “Why ask that?”

“I’m just curious, Sheriff,” said Casper. “I need to know to know everything, and that means whatever you forgot to ask.” He tapped into the Force and used it to get a feel for the place.
Branch said to the Sheriff, “You must forgive him; missing children put him on edge.”

“Sure, a Jedi: on edge. I buy that.” Sheriff Sterck lead Branch towards the front of the ruined home. “What’s a Trade Federation type like you doing so close to law and order?”

Branch kept his retort in check; even within the tolerant realm of Alderaan and its related systems he was not going to get a break. He did what he knew best to do; stick with the case. He asked, “You are taking me to where the man laid?”

“Yes sir, over here.” The two got close to the ruined spot where the man’s body was partially burned, fourteen meters from the intact farm equipment. “Part of the roof and flames from the porch caught his clothes on fire, we figure. We also figure he was shot and pulled off his machine.”

Shaking his head as Branch considered the scene, Branch said, “More likely our suspect greeted our male victim. They exchanged words. Male victim turns towards the house and walks and when he gets here he is murdered.”

“I guess that’s another way to look at it,” said the sheriff skeptically.
The Neimoidian patiently but firmly pointed at the machine. “This has all the marks of a sneak attack. A total stranger has to cover kilometers of ground to engage his target. He cannot do it with a blaster or other weapon in hand at ready. He must approach as a friend, for as your witnesses had heard the victim working and had shut off the machine himself at the appropriate time. Our suspect needed the element of surprise. He needed the young man’s back turned, and he needed to do so over a distance.”
Branch pointed his finger down to the ground. “Where is the drag marks if the killer had dragged the body? How heavy was the male victim? Such farming laborers are not thin.” He lowered his left pointing hand and raised his right hand and pointed to the area were Casper still was. “If the male victim had seen his attacker approach as an attacker, he would have had time to alert the female victim.”

Before the sheriff could question the Neimoidian’s reasoning, Casper was approaching and asking, “Sheriff, you have searched this whole place and you have not found a baby’s remains?”

“Yes sir,” said the sheriff. “Unless she burned up in the fire, and there was stuff tougher than a baby-.”
“She’s alive,” said Casper intuitively. “And I have a feeling is she quite safe.”
“With her parent’s killer,” puzzled Sterck.

Casper could not stop his head from shaking no. Barely, just barely in his mind, he knew baby Jassie was not in any mortal danger, and was not in the killer’s possession. He just had a feeling in the Force that all was well and right for her. He said, “It is possible…the killer may have taken the baby from here but dropped the baby off somewhere else. Either on this planet or on a system on the way to Corellia.” He held up hand to stop the man from speaking. “As we said on the ride here, Sheriff, this man has killed after this murder on Corellia. Corellia was his last stop. If you have the child’s DNA profile at all, I strongly recommend distributing that in notices throughout the sector. And I would check any place on this world that may have recently been given a baby by donor unknown.”
“Right, sir,” said the sheriff and he walked off.
Branch noticed Casper’s waved hand being put back in his robe folds. The Neimoidian mused, “Gave him a hint, did you?”

“A shove,” said the Jedi Knight, using his head to indicate that he and Branch walk towards the house. “I heard what he said to you. It’s uncalled for.”

“Yes it is,” said Branch, “but I cannot shoot the idiot. It will only reinforce the stereotype.”
Smiling for just a moment, Casper said, “I’m right about the child. She’s safe, I know it. I just can’t say where.”

“Did you find any mysterious boxes?” Branch was hoping this time they would find something that linked this case to the Aabracans other than the fact the victims were on a list.
“No….” Casper’s hesitation slowed them both. “But I get the strangest feeling something is missing from here.” The two looked around at the ash, the suet, the burnt wood, the melted polyforms and charred metal remnants. “If the killer took something other than the child, we will never know.”

“Think the killer set the fire?”

“No: I think he killed the wife as she was cooking.” Casper gestured with his head behind them, where the kitchen used to be. “It was the end of the husband’s work day. She is cooking dinner. Killer kills the unsuspecting husband, then sneaks in and kills her. He rushes in and out, leaves the food to burn and then catch fire.” He said somewhat off tangent, distantly in thought, “A profile is emerging.”

“Profile? What?” begged Branch. He had been hoping the Jedi would eventually rely on his other training from his Jedi Master.

The two investigators kept walking away from the crime scene towards the rear. Casper said, “Suspect is a novice: never killed any sentient being in his life until at least Desderanda X if you believe Hidu Bog’s story that he killed the weapon supplier. In spite of the Wettlespear’s capabilities, he makes sure he is deadly close and accurate that first time. Adults he can handle, but little Aprin Aabracan was someone he couldn’t. He could have bypassed that door with a good kick. At that moment he uses the weapon’s potential from emitter to sensors. He probably had to do it while she screamed in terror. Silencing her did not give him any release from his torment.
“And so these poor people were next on his list. He couldn’t take them from the front like Desderanda, I think we know that. Sneak attack all the way through. He can’t kill the baby so he takes her and leaves. The fire, as I said, was something he didn’t plan on. Every kill has been rushed, never really planned ahead all that much. We know that because of Corellia.

“As you pointed out, the killer assumed it was the Adsols. That time, he doesn’t even bother to knock. He shoots them in their sleep, night time, from a distance. I think he did from the back because the bedroom was in the rear of the apartment house. The lights were on, so that told him initially they were all there. The sensors and the paraphasic energy did the rest. Maybe he scouted the house before hand, but it made no sense to kill the MacCabs if they were not on his list. He really rushed Corellia, and he was sloppy afterwards when he decided to go around the apartment building to the front, and perhaps out of guilt he wanted to see who he killed. He then realizes his grave error and runs.”

“So you think he still isn’t on Corellia?” suggested Branch.

“I know he isn’t,” said Casper with certainty, still leading the Neimoidian away. “I think he knows enough to try an attempt once. It’s clearly not getting any easier for him, and therefore his mistakes are going to keep piling up the longer it takes him to make adjustments. That is if he has it in him to kill again.”

“Meaning?”

“This man is not your a-typical psychopathic serial killer or a hired Hutt hand. Corellia was a terrible blunder, and it might be enough of a blunder it causes him to go to ground. The man we’re looking for is a Human male, bordering on middle age, probably is ruggedly built like the Petter Acendont because the victim would have been suspicious of a lighter looking outlander. He’s going to keep the Wettlespear hand hidden, or he’s going to favor it like it’s an artificial appendage or bone knitter based on those renders Bog sent us. He has an old ship, small and dirt poor to boot, making him at least Outer Rim born, which would match his average to sub-average intelligence. He can handle practical matters, is perhaps skilled with his hand mechanically, has a mature mindset but he would not be socially inclined to mingle with anyone in the Core Worlds. He never served in any military, and until recently he had never broken the law. 

“His intelligence is betrayed in many ways. For starters we know he is working off a government list. He started with the letter A and worked down from there; simplicity the quickest, the easiest way to execute a plan. But the plan is erratic because he did not consolidate his targets by planets. I don’t think he considered the vastness of space to his advantage because he’s an opportunist, not a deep thinker. The list could have a hundred Corellians, but he chooses to ignore consolidation of targets and he doesn’t consider to kill more than two sets of victims. Same goes for here and for everywhere else, and I do believe if he kills again, he’s going to stick to the list and do it alphabetically.
“We also know he is working off a list because he is just not killing every Aabracan, Acendont, and Adsol on their respected planets. It is precisely these victims, in these places; the MacCab deaths prove that. In that view, the list is outdated. This shows the killer just took the list for what it was and has been operating off of it every since. That shows an incredible lack of foresight. After Corellia, if he kills again, he will not have improved. These killings, based on order, are already showing his remorse.”
Branch slowly nodded in understanding. He said, “He feels remorse for the baby here and does not kill her.”
“He’s remorseful of everyone he kills, Branch,” said Casper clearly, enforcing his end point of before. “He can barely stomach what he’s doing right now. In fact what may have saved the baby’s life is this place probably reminds him of home. It could make him suicidal, and if we fear what happens to the death ray its something we must consider. Anyways, a victim profile is useless since he’s working off a list. What motivates him to do this, it must be out of some kind of duty.”
“He is not military, but you are still suggesting he is being ordered to do it?”

“Ordered, asked; there is really no difference between the two if you think about it.” Casper stopped walking and drew his hood over his shaggy blonde head. “If he continues, as hesitant and sloppy as he has become, it’s because he is told to do it. Since Human cultures rarely deal with life debts, this is something purely driven by ideology. It’s clearly a message from someone to someone.”
Giving it a little more thought, Branch dared suggested, “The Sith?” Casper looked at him curiously. “Who in this galaxy has a major hatred for innocent people? The Sith took part in the invasion of Naboo. Why would this not be something they would do? It is so close to Coruscant, these latest killings. Would they not torment the Jedi Order with a weapon that is so lethal their lightsabers are useless against it? Suppose the killer is a victim of the Sith, being made to do these killings?”
Casper considered the possibilities Branch outlined. He stroked his beard. “It isn’t unheard of. Many who were accused of working with the Sith in the ancient past claimed they were blackmailed into aiding them, holding the lives of their families over their head. If what you say is true, then the return of the Sith is much larger than the Jedi Council fears.”

“I mention the Sith because of Gunray,” said Branch. “I only assumed Bog was lying about Gunray creating the Wettlespear. What….what if Bog was telling the truth?”

“Or perhaps Gunray found out about Bog and the weapon and told the Sith?” Casper, however, shook his head and said, “We’re reaching. Speculation is not going to get us anywhere now. What will is knowing what list the killer is using, assuming it is a government list.”

“Right,” said Branch. But then he sighed and asked, “What list?”

The sighed was shared by Casper. “A government list we assume. That narrows it down to what, twelve, thirteen, fourteen….”

“Billion,” mused Branch, completing Casper’s thought. “How many bureaucracies does the Republic as a whole possess?”
“Not billions,” said Casper, but even his Jedi training could not hide his skepticism that the number of lists were going to be in the hundreds of thousands.

“Spy lists?” quizzed Branch. Casper sighed again. “I do not mean to expand our quest, but what if these people were on that sort of list?”

“Then the killer has all the advantages.” Casper pinched the bridge of his nose and wearily said, “Let’s stick with the Republic. And we need a high clearance data base for the search.”

Branch had considered his position with Bog and assumed not to trust Bog now. He flubbed out, “The Jedi Temple.”
Casper said, “I have to deal with this sooner or later. Sooner is only an hour away.” The Jedi put a hand on Branch’s shoulder and said, “I told you the profile in the event you’re on your own after this.”

“Nonsense!” exclaimed Branch. “I will not hear of your dismissal from your religion. I had asked for your help when I should have gone to the Council in the first place. I will take responsibility if you are in trouble.”

“I chose to go,” said Casper. “Everyone has a chose to make in whatever they do: a live being accepts the consequences. I was told by the Council never to patrol again, and I swore it. I broke that oath, and the Code. Now, I have to face the consequences of my choices.”

“I will not accept this,” blared Branch. “As I did, Casper, you did take an oath to serve the best interests of justice by protecting the innocent.”
“Didn’t you break that oath too by leaving Neimoidia,” offered Casper dryly.

“I left a failed institution that gave up on that oath,” said Branch. “I still believe in that oath, I lived it everyday, and I applied it out here. I may be Bog’s fake inspector, but I was no less a male of the law. I can never neglect the fact I have this responsibility I chose to accept, and I accepted it not on Coruscant, but on that day on Neimoidia when I swore to be an acceptor.”

Branch put a hand on Casper’s shoulder and said, “You are not dead, therefore you are still a Jedi whose services are needed in this Republic, for you swore that you would accept that responsibility. When we go to Coruscant and to the Jedi Temple together, you will remind the Jedi Council of that fact. And if you do not I will.”
Branch then said, “My friend, I go on without you, but not without a fight first.”

Touched by Branch’s surprising sentimentality, Casper put his hand back on Branch’s shoulder again in salute. The years had not changed Branch Lur; he had always been this Neimoidian, but was trapped and could not speak for many years. It did change for Branch that very moment back on Dantooine nearly fifteen years ago, when he walked into that interrogation room and listen to Naressa Rapier confess to crimes she had never committed. Her sacrifice, her lying to protect what she held most dear to her, chased the cowardice that plagued Branch Lur; his courage cost him his family and his home, but it made him a better, stronger, and unusual Neimoidian hero. Casper Knightshade’s only wish right then and there to the Force was to continue to bare witness to such valiant virtue only seen at the most rarest of moments and most desperate of times.
