CHAPTER 7.0
Bordering the western side of the metallic mesa that served as the surface base of the Jedi Temple was the simple, heavy stone building known to many high minds as the Philosopher’s Guild. Having been built a little over a thousand years ago by generous benefactors it had once been the sole property of the Jedi Order, and in reality it was more of a Jedi retirement center than a place to debate the Force or any other subject; with the very old Jedi in it and elder Jedi going in and out of the building the misconception that it was an institute of higher thought by the citizens of Coruscant stuck. The misconception spread throughout the galaxy; the retired Jedi welcomed the challenge of debate since it was more peaceful than fighting with a lightsaber. The Grand Jedi Master Saet Gonpea changed the purpose of the building slightly, and since then philosophers, lecturers, scholars and debaters from all over the Republic, of any age, came in peace to argue their point of view in a open minded, intellectual setting that allowed audiences, free of charge, to watch and listen words, great and small, of wisdom. One was not regarded as a great mind in the galaxy until they had a debate or gave a lecture at the Philosopher’s Guild.
The current Guild Master -- merely a title not a provocation -- was Jedi Master Killen Dirk, who sat proudly at one of the open entrance areas in his chair and watched the audience walk by to find a place to sit or stand before the next discussion began. The debates and lectures occurred right in the wide open middle of the Guild. People were quite surprised that there is no debate arena, no benches or chairs, no electronics to provide better listening or holographic imaging to bring the debate closer to the individuals; sightlines were limiting, but the acoustical engineering ensured strong voices cared. That was the point of the Philosopher’s Guild that sometimes more than one debate could occur anytime, anywhere. When it came to major events, like today, they roped off a large area and had the smaller discussions outside of it.
Killen Dirk did his best to smile at the visitors, and the people did their best not to get sick at the sight of the young Human. Years ago, Killen and his apprentice had uncovered an illegal dumping depot that was under the control of the criminal organization Black Sun, where they had slaves working until they died from toxic chemical fumes. It soon became a terrible trap, where Killen had only one terrible choice. With their duty to the lives of the slaves still alive, Killen and his Padawan Learner Cae Zeno had to run through a zone of unknown gas to reactivate the power that would free the slaves. The thick chemical fog Killen and Cae had to run into was the Hutt’s version of nerve gas that many nicknamed ‘Huttmaker’. Primarily used more as a psychological weapon, the gas caused an unusual form of paralysis which dissolved heavier connected tissues with the nerve cells; the result made the victim looks melted and in a way shaped them like a Hutt, thus preventing proper identification and any chance of a funeral showing. Cae Zeno did not survive, and the luckily unfortunate Killen Dirk had lost his Human appearance as well as his ability to use his limbs. Unable to patrol, but still able to speak in a slightly slurred, gravely voice, Killen did not lose his spirit and ever since he joined he had been a featured speaker of the Guild on the subject of assumption prejudice; he was perfect, given he appeared to be a burnt and tail-spliced baby Hutt.
“There is enough room for all today,” said Killen, startling quite a few people. “If you think large and stand small, more knowledge will enter your mind and more people will share it with you.” 

Killen summoned the Force and his chair rose from the floor; the gas did not take away that ability. He had difficulty speaking and hovering at the same time, so he took his time to move around the crowd. The chair found its way to the second floor, which lead to the living quarters of the very old and badly crippled Jedi that officially resided in the Guild.
“Very large crowd today, gentlebeings,” said Killen, interrupting the collection of Jedi that were huddled in the corner, consisting of a female Twi’lek, two Duro males, a male Tenchcot, a female Gulding, and a male Human. “The debaters from Ord Sebeus will be amused for they do not consider it to be large.”
“Those whippersnappers are nothing more than popular stars that speak small, say little, and do nothing,” mused the Tenchcot Jedi, AmaHaris Hjing. He had lost half his sight during his career, and the rest of his eight eyes to advanced age blindness. “They are nothing more than clowns that think a song will stop a holocaust. When they think they reach the top of their charts, they have saved the galaxy. Phooey!”
“I’m sure we will give them every chance to succeed,” assured Killen. “Not that I am advocating a winners and losers theology here.” Everyone nodded their head, and then shook their head….
And then realized they really did not know how to actually respond.

“Let’s just have fun, shall we?”  The group began to move. Killen said to the Human, “A word with you sir.” It was a bit awkward to call the man ten years his junior ‘sir’, but he believed in some pleasantries outside the scope of the acceptable Jedi vocabulary. “Well participation is not a requirement to stay here, but I must say someone so young and stout still waited over two years to have outsiders hear what is on his mind. In the annuals of our history, some of the disenchanted found their way to this Guild before they fell into darkness. Some have even suggested that some of the arguments here lead them down those paths, but those was wishful thinking.”
Killen frowned a little and said, “Promise me you will not be the first today. Remember-.”

Raising a hand to stop his superior, Jedi Knight Casper Knightshade said, “It was not my choice to come here. I was ordered here. I accept the decision of the Jedi Council.” It had to be the hundredth time he had said it, only because seemingly no one believed him. “I am only placating AmaHaris; him and Nue Cadabel were good friends. Maybe I will participate, maybe I won’t, but I will be there.”

“Very well, Jedi Knightshade,” said Killen. “Let’s go.”

“Very well, Master,” said Casper with respect. He casually strode down the long ramp that snaked along the inner wall to the first floor, not giving Killen another thought or look. He told himself he was going to try today, try to live the life of a Jedi put out to pasture. Unlike most of his fellow Jedi in the Guild he had several more decades of life left in him. Killen was aghast the Jedi Council had ordered such a Jedi in his prime to the Guild with no explanation why, at least not a good explanation. It was true Casper had lost his legs below the knee, but his artificial replacements were as good if not better. Killen’s immediate concern, then, was the one he constantly expressed: the fear that Casper was at that Force crossroads where the Light and the dark met. Casper truly, honestly could not blame him.

Casper joined the others in his group and then the opposing group came out. At first some thought he was on the wrong team for he sported some wild, shaggy blonde hair and a deflector shield grown beard. With his proud, tall body and a hardened look that had took hold on his face he looked more like some fabled warrior ready to pillage a village with a vibro ax. At age thirty-four, he was a deceptively old looking thirty four. He could still move swiftly and did so to get to his position of his group. His lightsaber hung freely on his belt, charged and ready to use. The only true question was whether he still had the heart to be a Jedi now and not just in name only. This was not the same doubt he had years ago; this was a new doubt, brought upon by the affects of raising his adopted daughter. As the debate began over the contradictory practice of the peace-loving Jedi using weapons to solve problems, Casper once again began to fade out with disinterest.

After the victory achieved over Darth Rune on Nal Hutta fighting along side Enothchild, Juna, and the Vhinech Destiny and Magus Mathaniel Jarvis, and after the Jedi Order conceded the unfair fate of Naressa Rapier in which he had a hand in, Casper Knightshade had only begun to recover from all that he had seen. So long ago it was on Dagobah, with his first master Yoda, when he first saw a Sith Maiden in that dark side cave, and he had thought the worse at the time. It had compounded his fears when he met Naressa for the first time; she looked just exactly like the creature in his vision. It scared him that such a creature existed and he felt his fate would lead him to battle against her. It did not help that his own Grandfather had been corrupted by the dark side of the Force and had attempted to sway him on one of his required returns home. In the end, the doubt had been defeated in Casper’s mind and he had resolved those issues personally. It came down to that Jedi truth that the ultimate, unbeatable enemy any Jedi could face was themselves. What was left behind was a Jedi Casper that was left with more questions than answers.
Some time later, Juna Rapier came to him bearing her and the late Enothchild Sarch’s little girl: Bella was her birth name, named after her great grandmother and mother – Juna’s middle name was Belladonna. She had tapped Casper to raise the child, for she also wanted Bella to become a Jedi Knight; she had seen him as the perfect mentor, a man who potentially had Enothchild’s sensibilities. He personally thought she had held him in too high esteem. Of course back then none of that had matter, not until the daughter was allowed in the Jedi Order.
Casper had believed when Enothchild brought a too old Juna before the Council it was wrong; she was extremely powerful, but she was seventeen years old and had suffered greatly from the pursuit of the dark side of the Force; the Jedi Code was very, very clear when it came to such matters. But never in his wildest dreams did Casper have ever thought that a six month old baby, the perfect age for any child to be given to the Jedi Order, would face the reluctance and resistance of the Jedi Council. It was clear that it was a prejudice caused by who she came from. Casper had only one ally in that Council Chamber on that day, his late Master’s friend Plo Koon. Although he did appreciate Plo Koon’s aide, it had stung Casper that Master Yoda had not stood up for him and the girl; it was one hell of a time to be put through a test. In the end Plo Koon’s persistence and favor asking convinced the rest of the Jedi Council to allow Bella Rapier’s admission, and to allow Casper to raise the needy Vhinphyc child; needy only because a Vhinphyc needed at least one parent or it would have a potentially lethal affect on them.
Be it as it may that she was accepted there were non-negotiable conditions. The renamed Angelleia Knightshade would be raised by Casper, but she could never be his Padawan Learner. She would never patrol or take part in the law enforcement aspect of the Jedi, her use purposely limited, yet it would still be a good Jedi life. She will be saving lives, and there was nothing wrong about that.
Casper was to retire to the Philosopher’s Guild, never to patrol and use his specialized training as an investigator ever again in the name of the Republic and the Jedi Order. The Jedi Council feared that even at his best Casper would succumb to the power of attachment that comes with parenthood; fatherly love had never sounded so wrong. The Council was correct in its prediction because Casper did miss Angelleia; unlike her Vhinphyc father, but like every other child, she had grown up fast. He understood this need for separation at the Jedi level, but even now in the middle of the debate surrounded by hundreds of people he was only standing there and still trying to rationalize it all.

Few Jedi rarely take the option of learning who they were and where they had come from, and even fewer ever united with the family that had given them up to the Order. It was not out of resentment; a Jedi’s life was a difficult one and had no time for sentimentality, and sometimes it was a matter of protecting the Jedi’s family from reprisal from those felt wronged by the Jedi. Casper had been required to return to his home world, the very far away colony of Lone Star, to respect the religious customs of his family and to placate his Grandfather, Reverend Onus Nightshade. He was never allowed to see the rest of his family during his visits, he was not allowed to under the Jedi Code. It changed when he became a fully trained Jedi Knight, and he did return home, and he found siblings and numerous nieces and nephews that loved him and had missed him so much; his parents had died, the day he returned was the day of his mother’s funeral. He spent over a month with them, and afterwards he regretted leaving them. Duty had called him back, and still he did wish to have a continued relationship with his family. He had thought himself above all that when he was younger, but after spending time with Juna and Dizzy and Muriel Arnes his outlook on the subject really changed.
Because of how he viewed Jedi and family now, it still bothered Casper that the Jedi Council did not want Angelleia to know anything of her origins. He had to take part in an elaborate lie, going so far as to make certain that her own private records in the Jedi Order were altered to the extreme so if she ever decided to look it would not be the truth. The record showed she was a baby found on a derelict ship, parents unknown, and that she had an unusual medical condition that facilitated her quickened growth. Casper Knightshade had thanked the Force numerous times that Angelleia had never asked him directly about who her parents were; he was a terrible liar. The Council did not want Juna and Angelleia to ever reunite.
Casper swore to really become a father to his adopted Daughter because of the injustice. He did get her started in the Jedi way and made sure she knew the difference between love and duty, but when she was under his responsibility he had her have a childhood with loving parent. It did not matter to him anymore, he was not going to patrol the galaxy; why stay the Code serious Jedi Knight when he could not train a Padawan. He gave his heart to Angelleia, who he purposely named after her mother’s royal name, and taught her to use the life and career of Jedi Master Enothchild Sarch as her living inspiration: she did not know he was her real father, but Casper was going to make sure she followed as close as she could to his large footsteps.

He missed her so, Casper let his blue eyes dart about the crowd as the back and forth amongst the others just continued without him. He thought sometimes he would see Angelleia, perhaps coming in with her Master by the Force. He sometimes saw her; flashes of old memory replaying in his mind, superimposed in reality in quick scenes. Sometimes it was out of the corner of his eye; other times it would be younglings just rushing by to go to the Jedi Temple and suddenly there she was among them. Casper remembered how she defied the expectations, that she would be a fearful Vhinphyc afraid of everything and everyone as Vhinphyc children naturally did; she was crazy brave, actually, and he had prevented her from wanting to scale any of the numerous tall buildings in Coruscant she had spotted quite a few times from the moment she had learned to walk. There were no hesitations from her wanting to be friends with others even when they were reluctant to know her; long officially extinct, the Vhinphyc were never members of the Republic and had a genocidal record when it came to the Force sensitive. It did not matter to Angelleia what others thought: she always had her Father to love her, and Casper still did and hoped like hell she could still feel that love from him.
When he thought he saw Angelleia out of the corner of his eye again Casper looked quickly. The movement, though, was created by Killen Dirk. The Jedi Master was eyeing him carefully. The eyeing made Casper’s ears suddenly work.
“….Soo-Si Gheruit was a Jedi Master that never used a lightsaber to solve any dispute,” said the guest debater. The group that came from Ord Sebeus consisted of Sebeusians from a popular vocal choir that advocated peace and understanding and made credits off of it. They were here like all the others that came before them: just to say they debated in the Guild. It really did not matter if they were right, and they would claim victory on this day. “….he had brokered so many diplomatic deals they still stand to this very day. Again, without a lightsaber swinging his way through the negotiation table.”
“I knew ol’ Soo-Si,” trumped AmaHaris Hjing, “he was a good friend of mine. But he picked his peace assignments well, and he failed a few times.”

Another from the Ord Sebeus chimed, “I don’t see that Yoda killing thousands to make a point.”

“That is because,” began the oldest of the female Twi’leks, Jasma Yeoul, “once anyone has ever seen Master Yoda wield his weapon, once they saw him use the Force, they truly thought twice.”

“He never used such naked aggression!” said another Ord Sebeus. “Of course I’m sure he hasn’t been naked lately.” The aroused some unnecessary laughter. Others booed; the crack was a little over the line.
“His career is far older than yours, sonny,” said AmaHaris in rude jest. He looked to Casper for a moment; because Casper was Yoda’s former Padawan, it only made sense for Casper to jump in. Besides that, the older Jedi had been talking long and were a bit winded, and they were slowly lowering themselves down to the level of the idiots across from them.
Casper found he had nothing to say. He did not look away or say otherwise; just the total lack of inaction told the others he was not going to enter the fray. He did come here, but he did not find a reason to participate in any way. It would have been better for Master Yoda to show up to defend Master Yoda.

Before the Ord Sebeus group could continue their back slapping, a water voice from the back yelled, “YOU FOOLS ARE IDIOTS!” The assembly turned quickly around and after a few moments, and to everyone’s collective shock, a Neimoidian was coming through the crowd.

It took a moment for everyone to realize, again, it was Neimoidian. Tall, slender, dressed poorly for his kind, but indeed a Neimoidian. People wondered who he was, but Casper suddenly recognized him and let his mouth open a bit.

The leader of the Ord Sebeus debate team said, “Well, I guess the Trade Federation will invade just about anything.” That drew laughter from everyone except the Jedi.

Branch Lur stood tall before the being, measured his grungy look from feet to head, and said, “Conquest is a matter of success; apparently you were unable to conquer a shower recently.” No one laughed, but he did not care. He continued, “I do mean to interrupt: I would like to make a point, and then ask a question.”
Branch turned his back and faced the crowd. Without batting an eye, but second guessing himself on what he was about to do, he said, “For fifteen years, the Trade Federation had peacefully spent their time at the negotiating tables of the sovereign planet of Naboo and the Senate of the Galactic Republic. Nearly twenty years ago, the Trade Federation made a terrible error in judgment in thus an isolating tax was placed upon their trade routes in and out of the region; a punishing rate of eighteen percent, enforceable for no longer than ten years.”

There was some catcalling, but suddenly someone yelled “SILECENE IN THIS HALL!” that shook the very building. Killen Dirk drew everyone’s attention with that Force-enhanced yell. The crowd went quiet and the Guild Master gestured for the Neimoidian to speak his mind.

“The punishment did indeed fit the crime. It did, truly it did. As an entity of business, we still wanted to negotiate even though the deal was officially final. Unofficially, everyone in the Senate knew it was not over.
“The following year, the punishment had been upped, for no reason, to twenty-five percent. The year after that: thirty percent. The year after that it went to thirty-five percent, and the punishment time extended another five years. Every time the Trade Federation went to the courts, the percentage went up another five points. Every time we went to the Senate to renegotiate, it was extended another five years. Every single time we just accepted what was thrown at us, a new tax was enacted against the very same trade routes that were all ready taxed. We complained, we plead our case, we were silent: prior to the invasion of Naboo, the tax rate on the trade routes stood collectively at fifty-one percent.” 
The crowd began to whisper in astonishment amongst themselves as Branch continued. “The monthly shipping per diem to use our very own trade routes intersystem was in excess of ten percent of the tonnage, at times in the hundreds of millions of credits. Galactic taxation at the local level, which is supposedly unconstitutional, was set at ten percent. In turn, we had to raise our costs, our prices, and eventually we lost our customers. No where else in this galaxy does such penalty exist, and how did it happen: peaceful negotiations.”

The crowd mumbled more again. Branch turned to his foe and said, “Peaceful negotiations? What good are peaceful negotiations when your concept of it is that no one gets hurt? It is impossible: someone is going to get hurt.” He pointed towards the Twi’lek Jedi. “Ask the Twi’lek how peaceful negotiations between the Republic and the Hutts have worked out for their people. After five constitutional amendments and forty ‘peace’ pacts, the Hutts still enslave them. Ask the Wookiees, by the sludge waters the Wookiees: they have Senate representation, and yet there are times when the Senate is STILL debating, when the Wookiees are in that chamber, whether Wookiees are sentient beings! After eight hundred years, are you kidding me?” Before the foe could answer, Branch held up a hand and said, “No, that’s peaceful negotiations allowing the grunting furballs to the table.”
Branch turned back to the crowd and said, “After the Trade Federation invaded Naboo, suddenly the peaceful negotiators had a problem with the taxes and fees and penalties they had imposed on us! All the sudden, they were wrong! All the sudden, they were wrong to admit they were wrong! All the sudden they never said they were wrong, the Trade Federation was wrong!” He held up a long finger and shook his head. “The peace negotiators even said the results of what they had done to cause the Trade Federation to act as they did does not matter: it was their good intentions that should only matter. But do not take my word for it: Supreme Chancellor Palpatine himself, a Nubian, made these very same arguments!
“What the Trade Federation did was wrong. It was wrong, they knew it was wrong. They had a choice. Yes, they had a choice.” Branch sucked in a long breath to steady himself, and said what he dreaded to say. “They could let the Republic kill them with ever growing taxation meant to last forever as part of the peaceful negotiations, or they can take over a free trade planet, steal their free trade routes, and bring a bargaining chip to the peaceful negotiating table to peacefully end both wrongs!” 
Quickly Branch pointed at the crowd and accused, “None of you! None of you cared what was happening to the Trade Federation even though they were responsible for this galaxy’s tax revenues for the past dozen or more years. Because of them, you paid less tax! But do not take my word for it: what happened  to the galactic economy when the Trade Federation lost Naboo! Your peaceful negotiators pulled their credit-grubbing, profit hoarding stakes from the over-inflated market just before THEY had decided that WE WERE RIGHT! They penalized the whole market, and then reduced everything against us down to a single route tax of eight percent. Aggression, taking action, being up front: look what had been honestly revealed and looked what it fixed! What is a few lives when it comes to the truth!
“Peaceful negotiations? It is a means to make profit without visible bloodshed, but it is still making a profit at the expense of hurting someone. Peaceful negotiations is about choosing who to hurt. Peaceful negotiations is a non-popularity contest, where the given enemy is the odd one out while everyone else benefits from the pain and suffering of the chosen. Peaceful negotiations: such a thing is a hyperspace tunnel full of bullshit. 

“My people were wrong to hurt Naboo, but to dare call the peaceful negotiations prior to that or of any kind in the past or in the future as harmless better think again. Peaceful negotiations is just another way for a predator to hunt a prey. It is bait, a lure, a promise, the swapping and passing on of suffering. It is unnatural.”
There was a silence that followed Branch’s last words. And then he said, “Now my question is this.” He turned towards Casper, stared right in the eye and asked, “What in the nine blue hells happened to the Jedi Knight I watch dare question the intelligence of the princess of Hapes, did it twice, and live to tell about it? By the Force you hold dear,” he pointed behind him at the collection of young, dumb and stupid stupidity, “do not let them speak one more unchallenged, asinine word! You will be doing the universe, not to mention these people in here, a brain damaging disservice if you do!”

After a few breaths, Branch said to Casper, “If you happen to see that Jedi I just mentioned, tell him I will be waiting outside for only the next hour.” After that, he looked around uneasily, caught sight of Killen Dirk, and just said with uncertainty, “I…yield the floor? Yes, I yield the floor.”
Casper watched Branch Lur turn and take his leave, and this time the people made an appropriate hole to let him through. No one said a word, no one applauded, but everyone got his point. That was the highest form of respect they could show him. Mouth open in astonishment, Casper just gave a small bow to his team and moved as fast as he could after Branch. The question he imposed on him had suddenly awakened him from his doldrums.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 7.1

Branch Lur was hogging the public water dispenser just outside the entrance of the Philosopher’s Guild, sucking down the water to cool his body and his badly parched throat. Neimoidians never spoke in long sentences, so what he had said was a great challenge to his vocal cords. He also wanted to get the bad taste of sticking up for the Trade Federation out of his mouth.
Casper found him by sight first, and then walked towards him. They were alone for the moment, but after Branch had done the whole presentation inside was surely ruined. He said, “Nice speech. You’re a good orator.”

“I hate public speaking!” Branch leaned down again to drink. Coming back up he wiped his mouth. “I do not like it when I talk so much in the class I teach.”
“How is the U of Coruscant job?” asked Casper. He was genuinely curious; it had been years since he had last talked to Branch, but he had heard about a disavowed Neimoidian teaching about investigative techniques there.

“Until yesterday afternoon it was fair employment. After that, I could care less for it.” Branch shook his head and clarified, “My expertise, I learned, had not given me the job.”

“I see,” said Casper, knowing how Coruscant worked. There was a story there, perhaps involving someone from Branch’s home world with clout. He had learned years ago when he first met Branch he was a stubborn, yet proud male; the pride was typical of a Neimoidian though. When he sought asylum Branch had significantly changed; his pride was based more on respect than it was his status as Inquisitor, and his need for the truth had fallen into a proper line.
“It must be difficult to know the truth,” continued Casper.
“But there are no misconceptions,” reasoned Branch.

“Like in there?”
Branch flubbed his rubbery lips. “You mean that stomach rot I spoke? Where the hell were you! Who the hell was that your friends were arguing with, and when did you conduct the orbital bombardment on their education centers?” Casper could not help to smile; the beard only magnified the mirth, not hide it. “A Trade Federation child would run circles around them.”

Casper gave the Philosopher’s Guild, indicating the subject matter, a wave. “Every once in a while someone thinks they have a legitimate point and….worse they want to express it. They’re some popular vocal group.”
“I see: their intelligence is based solely on how many foolish people buy into their sale’s pitch.” Branch shook his head again. “There are reasons why artist should starve; producers of nothing offering bargains of emptiness.”
“The Trade Federation makes money off them too.”

“Then in that arrangement who truly is the brains?”

Casper crossed his arms and chuckled. “Did you happen to take a course on philosophy at U of C?”

“Neimoidians are taught the power of bargaining at age five. To get through life in this galaxy, you are either the predator that makes the rules and makes the earnings, or you are the prey that buys to obey. For example, popular culture is just another of our clever credit making devices that feature a likable jingle and an accessible, as well as a foolish and weakness-creating, counter-life.” Branch then said jokingly, “Once all accepts our catchy little jingle and embraces the prepackaged anti-establishment life style, we attack the following week.”

Casper sensed the need for him to be light hearted and chuckled along with him. Branch then asked again, “But seriously, were you not paying attention in there?” He looked him up and down. “And what are you doing here? I tried looking for you at the Jedi Temple and they said you were here.”
In truth Casper was not allowed to tell Branch. The last time he had seen his friend was just before he had adopted Angelleia; the Jedi Council just assumed to keep the child as much as possible, even though she shared Casper’s last name. Branch just assumed Casper had been busy being a Jedi for the past fourteen years.

“I’ve been busy.” Casper watched Branch eye him; again, Casper was not a very good liar. “It’s a long, but classified top secret story.”

Branch raised his brow line. “And it lead you to this retirement home?”

Casper smiled and said, “And you said that with much respect. No retirement homes on Neimoidia or Cato Neimoidia?” He gestured towards Branch. “I would ask you same thing in a different context: you’re spouting some old tones I haven’t heard in a long time. Last I checked the Trade Federation didn’t like you.”
“I apologize: they have found their way back into my life.” Branch nodded and gestured Casper to follow him. They only went so far as one of the building’s recesses. He said normally, “I need your help in revealing a major violation of the law done by the Trade Federation. It is a very large, very conspirator-laced mess.”

Sensing Branch’s troubled mind, Casper did more to listen. He was not supposed to worry about such things anymore, yet a friend came to him. Therefore he had to ask as required, “Why come to me? I sense your worry, it’s genuine. This is obviously a matter the Jedi Council must hear.”
“I may still go to them, but I sought you out because you are someone I can trust. More importantly you are a far better investigator than I am.” Branch frowned when he saw Casper’s expression. “You possess a patience I do not. You read other races better than I do: I am still too use to Trade Federation members. You were also trained by the best, who I saw work too.” He licked his lips before going on. “And your master was trained by one of the greatest detectives in the galaxy in the past century. I took a look at Enothchild Sarch’s public closure rate: I was humbled.”
“I am more analytical than a book-skilled mind reader,” said Casper to hide how some of the praise played on some of his ego. “I don’t see how my poor behavioral science skills can help you, though.”

“Then let me tell you the whole story,” offered Branch. Casper nodded. “To keep things brief, let’s just say I was ‘suggested’ to go to the Trade Federation Consulate. There I had a meeting with Arbiter of Inventories Hidu Bog and his assistant Cus Tadlan. Bog claims that Nute Gunray was selling his illicit weapons, some very illegal, due to the soon-to-come weapons inspection by the Jedi.” 
Casper nodded, for he had heard throughout Jedi Plaza that such an inspection was going to commence soon. Branch continued, “One of those weapons, supposedly a non-functioning weapon, was sold and then later used to kill a family.” Branch added, “A very terrible weapon. I did my own research on the related subject last night at the university….it is as scary as advertised as a marketer once say to me.”
“What is it exactly?” asked Casper.

“A….death ray.”

Casper bit back a chuckle. “A death ray? As in scientific fiction death ray?”

“I wish it were scientific fiction, Jedi Knightshade, I truly do.” Branch was serious now. “As Bog told me allegedly Gunray called it the Wettlespear.”

Something flashed in Casper’s mind on that word. He frowned as he tried to remember. “Wettlespear? Where I have heard that before?”
Branch said grimly, “The Battle of the Hundred Thousand Sorrows.”

The lump in Casper’s throat choked him. The Battle of the Hundred Thousand Sorrows was the worst defeat the Ancient Jedi had ever suffered against their mortal enemies the Sith. Approximately thirty-five hundred years ago during one of the more violent stretches of the long Sith War, a regrouping conference was supposedly called by Jedi General Zanix Jertiudele to the planet Ohshimara as the forty-year Battle of Wettle was once again in stalemate. In truth General Jertiudele had been murdered by the Sith Mage Phanix, and then Phanix used the general’s secret codes to transmit the fall back from Wettle to Oshimara, where many Jedi wounded had slowly become disenchanted with the battle over a dead planet the Sith pretended to desperately want. 
Phanix had managed to convince the old and wounded Jedi that the fight should be against those who favored such chaos that served for the purposes of the weak who chose weakness. The Oshimara Jedi, fifty thousand of them, rebelled in unison, waited for the forty thousand retreating Jedi to arrive and settle in, and then began to battle them. With Jedi turning on Jedi the darkness of the moment had built up, and with that darkness Phanix lead the Wettle forces right as both Jedi sides had suffered mass casualties and had stalemated. Those that had survived the holocaust joined Phanix in total disillusionment. 
Ever the great blowhard and a user of ancient weapons, Phanix claimed he could throw any spear from Wettle and where it hit death was certain. Some had argued that given Phanix’s great reach of influence, perhaps he meant to say ‘sphere’, as in sphere of influence. Whenever great, conflicting, complicated catastrophe occurred shortly after the Battle of the Hundred Thousand Sorrows some said it was caused by a well placed hit by Wettle’s Spear. The term would not lose favor until Phanix was stopped by the Jedi Arch Mage Siominis at Fondor.
Hearing Branch, and remembering his Jedi history, Casper said with concern, “This is serious. This is very serious.”
“It is very real,” said Branch. “I believe there is a death ray called the Wettlespear, and I believe it was used to kill people recently, but that is all I believe.”

With the name of a honored Sith applied to a deadly weapon, and the recent return of the Sith adding fuel to a terrible thought fire in his mind, Casper put a hand on Branch’s shoulder and said, “Tell me more. Tell me everything.”

“According to Bog the Wettlespear was Gunray’s idea. Understanding some of the context of the word now I would almost believe Bog.” Casper looked at him in curiosity. Branch said, “Bog would have me believe given the Sith’s return on Naboo and some of Gunray’s claims that this was some weapons collaboration between the two and now Gunray is attempting to cover up.”
Casper was lost in thought again as Naboo entered his mind. Four years ago when the invasion occurred he went to the Jedi Council and requested he go to Naboo. Master Yoda reminded him that his first and only duty at the time was to his Daughter. He told himself as a means to stay that Juna was there on Naboo; she was not going to let anything happen to her home world. When he later found out she had ran away with everyone else that could run before the blockade was established Casper did not know what to make of it. It was totally out of Juna’s character in some way. 
After Queen Amidala departed for Naboo with Qui-Gon Jinn and Obi-Wan Kenobi as protection, word slowly got around that a Sith Lord was aiding the Trade Federation, and more likely than not the Sith Order had returned. Having fought a Dark Lord of the Sith at Nal Hutta – a fact not known outside of the Jedi Council -- Casper stomped his way to Plo Koon’s quarters in the Temple to demand he go quickly to Naboo to aide Qui-Gon and his apprentice. He found Plo Koon arguing with several other members of the Jedi Council, including Mace Windu, about going himself. Casper and Plo plead their case together, but in the end Mace convinced Plo that it was not a good idea for Casper to leave the Temple. And after that it was like someone flipped Plo’s memory switch back to ON; Casper was scolded all the way back to his quarters, and back to Angelleia’s presence, by an irate Plo. 
In the aftermath, Master Windu came to Casper and told him to forget anything he had done on Nal Hutta without further explanation. Eventually some Jedi young and old started coming around him and asked leading questions: someone on the Council had exposed Casper’s exploits against Darth Rune on Nal Hutta. The Philosopher’s Guild shielded him, but the unanswered inquires had increased since the Sith Master, or any form of a Sith organization, had not been uncovered. Casper had a billion questions in regards to Naboo himself, but he could not answer them.
“It would appear calling the weapon Wettlespear and having a connection with the Sith is no coincidence,” said Casper edgily. “Yet you don’t think this is Gunray’s responsibility.”
“It is Bog,” said Branch adamantly. “He sought me out because he knows me, and he knows of my situation. He went so far as to give me credits, credentials and a very fast ship. He wants Gunray to fall on his sword.” Branch folded his arms and explained, “Bog and Gunray are bitter rivals; have been since Bog nearly had Edwaru Kurr replace Gunray. I was somewhat surprised they had not publicly fought over who was going to lead the invasion. Bog’s information on supposedly Gunray’s secret project was too good, too precise, and too much information.”
Branch then added for the means of more clarity. “He also said the weapon had been used prior to the family three that was recently murdered by the weapon, on Desderanda X; where and when I do not know. Is it the same man that stole Bog’s weapon: hard to say.”
Casper passed his right hand over his beard and felt his lower right leg itch; phantom feelings came and went still even as he had gotten used to his artificial, Saberhide legs years ago. “Yeah, that can be a problem when getting so much information from an obvious liar.”

“Indeed. The family death: that makes no sense to me.” Branch shook his head in disdain. “I agree with Bog on this issue.”
“Hard not to; the act defies logic.” Casper took a look around just to get more of a sense about it. “If one of the galactic powers had gotten it, the last thing they would want to do is some random field test on innocent civilians.”
“If the family was innocent to begin with.”

“Aren’t you being a little short with that thought?”

Branch frowned a little. “I hate to think that someone came across this weapon and used it in some stupid honor killing ritual.”

Casper nodded and gave it more thought. He said, “Without point A, point B is pure conjecture. That family murder will need to be deeply investigated.”

“Then will you assist me in solving this problem and bringing down the Trade Federation?”

“I should,” said Casper. He just dropped his head and sighed lowly. “But I can’t. You should take this right away to the Jedi Council.” He could feel Branch’s eyes track him disapprovingly as he turned away to walk. “They’ll take this off your hands, and I’m confident they will succeed.”
“I cannot let this go,” said Branch. “I know telling the Jedi Order is the wiser decision, however Bog has shown me he has a better reach than Gunray when it comes to Coruscant.” Casper turned and frowned at him. “Although Senator Dod is Gunray’s politician he acts within his own purposes, an accidental middle man at times. Bog has no middle man.”

“You imply that the Jedi Order can’t manage this, or that they can’t keep something under wraps?”

“The Jedi Order is obligated to tell the Supreme Chancellor and the Senate about this weapon given its ties to a hard treaty. The politicians are in an election cycle and thus will act according to their own political needs. Word of this, one way or another, will get out, and accusations with no evidence to back them will make the jump to light speed. What happens then to the being that has this Wettlespear? Does he get afraid and go into hiding with the weapon and we never get to see them? Does he get hunted down by unscrupulous entities bent on having such a lethal device? Does he use it again, but this time it’s a crowded street where no one is immune, no energy shield or lightsaber can stop it?” Casper looked solidly at him. “I did forget to mention that. This weapon can be fired through energy as well as matter. It appears to be too tailored made for killing Jedi Knights let alone innocent people.”
Branch then asked, “What if the Sith get their hands on it?”
Casper bit his bottom lip; that same thought was why he got on the fence in the first place, leaning towards the ‘go’ side. He said, “That question alone should get you walking towards the Jedi Temple.”

“I know just enough about Naboo to wonder, Casper: where was the Jedi Knight that had fought a Dark Force entity on Nal Hutta when this happened?” Casper gave him a bad look. “For all we know, this murdered family was their test. I don’t want any Jedi with either investigative skills I need or has fought darkness before, I need both. Let us face it: I stand no chance against a Sith Lord if I go about this alone and run into them. And I need that Jedi that can also keep something like this a secret so we can bring the Trade Federation to justice this time. Please, help me.” He grabbed Casper’s arm. “It’s the least I can do for the people that did not turn their back on me when I was cast away.”
Casper looked into Branch’s pleading eyes and had to catch himself at nodding at first. Branch had great points with little reason to counter them. The Jedi Order would be obligated to tell Chancellor Palpatine about this concern, and the latest Chancellor of the Republic has shown no ability to end the bureaucratic betrayals. Another accusation against the Trade Federation without evidence to support it would set back Naboo’s progress in getting the organization properly punished. He also found that thinking about this case made him momentarily forget about missing Angelleia. At the same time, going after a weapon capable of murdering Jedi rather easily, perhaps murdering his adopted Daughter in the near future, invoked a very strong feeling of Jedi responsibility within him; at least that was what he told himself.
Taking a look at the Philosopher’s Guild for just another moment, Casper looked at Branch and said, “If we are going, it has to be now.”

“Right now?” Branch then shook his head as to deny himself. “Of course, right now! Wait, do you need anything? Do you need permission?”

Casper just shook his head and opened his Jedi robe. His lightsaber was clear for anyone passing by to see. “That’s not all I have on me. And just because a Jedi is in a retirement home doesn’t mean they’re retired.” He gestured for Branch to follow him. “And if I try to seek permission I won’t be able to go.” He then added quickly before Branch could say something. “And I will have to tell them why I want to go, thus killing our chances of solving this case off the books.”
Branch nodded in understanding. “But if you get in trouble-.”

“We need a ship,” said Casper to shift perspective. “You said Bog provided you one.”

“And a private account,” said Branch. “I am a Senate Liaison for Foreign Affairs Special Investigator. I have a small expense account that comes with the job, but Bog obviously wants to keep this off of any official books.”
“You’re right: that does sound like something lacking a middle man,” said Casper in regards to Hidu Bog’s pull. “Do you trust the deal?”
“No,” admitted Branch. “He’ll have the ship bugged and rigged with a tracking device. The account is his, so he can verify any traces from any transactions.”
“It will have to do,” said Casper as he stopped and looked around for a moment. “We’ll bleed the data banks on the ship about the case dry on our way to Corellia.” When the Force told him there was nothing to worry about, he continued on his way with Branch following him. “We’ll….’borrow’ some of that Bog money to buy our own ship.”
Branch smirked and mused, “Cleaver.”

Casper had thought so too. He kept going, knowing full well he was deep in trouble with the Jedi Council for not telling them this brand new Trade Federation scheme. On the other hand spending one more day wishing for Angelleia to come back to him was another day and another wish wasted. The newest threats that were entering the galaxy at a record pace were, however, threatening the existence of wishful thinking. The return of the Sith was bad enough; having a weapon floating around that could give them an advantage, and perhaps one day be used on Angelleia, was worse.
