CHAPTER 11.0
The stop on Corellia to purchase a new vessel had taken longer than anticipated for Branch and Casper; largely because the first starship dealer in Serdia they went to hated Neimoidians. Turned out the dealer was Nubian. Needless to say even a one hundred thousand credit offer by Branch to buy a forty thousand credit Corellian swift boat only pissed the Nubian to the point the two left before the Nubian could find his blaster. Their luck improved at the next dealer: seventy-two thousand credits from Hidu Bog’s assigned account to Branch to pay for a Corellian Sidewinder XL. It went bad for a while because the dealer suddenly remembered the ship was on a buyer’s hold; to get the hold off, they would have to pay extra. Branch agreed: the dealer did not close the deal. Branch did not want to haggle, the dealer did, and it kept going back and forth until Casper revealed to the dealer that he was a Jedi Knight.

They got the Sidewinder XL for the manufacture’s cost of fifty thousand credits. Branch, however, was displeased. “It is Bog’s money” was his noted explanation. Albeit true enough, Casper made the point that time was against them. Little did the Jedi realize how right he was; by the time they reached Desderanda X Zesha and Angelleia were safely on Alderaan and McBain had just arrived on Menaddera. Throughout the whole trip the two males remained relatively quiet and kept to themselves. Casper had a lot of reading to catch up on, and Branch did not feel it was up to him to ask where his friend had been for the past fourteen years.

Their ship, nameless for the time being, arrived on Desderanda X and landed in the major-capital city of Desren, which was four hundred kilometers north of New Anomidia. Since deemed safe by Zesha, the Aabracan family were moved and their bodies held in a special suspended animation chamber upon getting new word from Coruscant that Branch was being sent to investigate the matter further. The Desderandians took over the case from the Anomid.

The Desderandians, Branch and Casper would learn along the way and with their escorts to the hospital that held the dead bodies, were the edgier race out of the seven that lived harmoniously on the only home world left in the massive planetary system. By and large it was why the Desderandians won the war and established the peace the seven races all shared now. In body they were Humanoid in shape and in mass, but they possessed hard snouts with vertical mouths at the end. Also they were very brown in skin color and had various hair formations that designated their own nationalities from their past.

The Desderandian Captain Schelpuls lead the two special investigators into the suspended animation lab where the three bodies were on display. He said in Basic, “Well, I am sure glad they had sent us a Jedi to investigate this further. The last Jedi did not stay long. She was a Healer; she disproved that the deaths were not caused by gas or toxin or any other such.”

Branch cleared his throat while Casper only eyed the bodies. Captain Schelpuls had not really acknowledged the Neimoidians’ presence all that much. In fact he was intentionally avoiding Branch very openly. It was why Branch agreed to let Casper take the lead on this one. Casper asked, “Another Jedi?”

“Yes,” mumbled Captain Schelpuls. He moved his line of vision towards Casper. “Yes, Zesha was her name, a native daughter to our world, an Anomid. She was the one that had done the autopsies. She found virtually nothing.”

“Nothing, or something, Captain?” quizzed Branch. He made himself a little more obvious by stepping in between Casper and Schelpuls. “Virtually nothing means what to us, that it requires a virtual zero to be floating around in front of us to tell us there was nothing?”

“I mean there was nothing out of the ordinary.” Schelpuls then held up a finger and said, “Except one.”

Casper was about to ask but then Branch put a hand to his chest. Branch asked, “There you go again, is it nothing or is there something?”

“There was something,” said Schelpuls, already frustrated that the Neimoidian was even here, growing furious that he was talking. “Something to do with the midi-chlorians, whatever those are, it is in the report.”

“I would like to look at the bodies as I read the report,” requested Casper. With approval and in seconds he and Branch were in the chamber. It took some time to find a second data pad for Branch to use; suddenly no one had an extra one to spare. Casper gave his data pad to Branch while he waited for the second one. The two carried out the examinations privately, closing the chamber door and turning the intercom system off once the second data pad found its way into Casper’s hands.

After a few minutes of reading, as Branch examined the bodies, Casper said, “Bog was right, Wettlespear works.” During the trip Casper began researching all the subject matter on paraphasic weaponry. To his dismay, as he looked at the images of slides of the blood belonging to little Aprin Aabracan, all the midi-chlorians appeared diffused as once theorized by the paraphasic researchers.

There was a moment, though, when Casper first walked in the chamber and his blue eyes drifted to the little girl immediately. The adults were closer, but his legs took him to the child’s table first. As he read the notes he kept looking at Aprin Aabracan and had some old memories enter his clouding mind. He initially thought of Angelleia, of how terrible it would be if he had to be asked to identify her body in a morgue some day. Separating the child from the parents of Jedi Training was not simply to keep the child’s focus on training; there were very real, practical reasons to do so. Rarely did a Jedi ever want to know where they had come from, and even more rare was a Jedi making contact with their family. When the parents of a Jedi died, or when the Jedi passed on while they had family alive and well, there was no notification of any kind unless a Jedi had requested it in a testament form, or had asked a fellow Jedi to do so. The best case scenario was a Jedi being fully separated from their blood relation with no ties to them; so as they are reborn with their new Jedi identities, it is as if the Force itself made them. For Casper, he went back to much darker times. The Legacy Virus outbreak on Sullust did not bothered him as it once did, but the memory remained very clearly. His one last stroke that day saved his life and the lives of Ros Ofcheck and Enothchild Sarch and all else around him, but it was still a boy he had killed. A boy transformed by the Legacy Virus using the Force and pointing a blaster at them with the intention of killing without feeling or remorse, an enslaved evil boy, but a boy child nonetheless. He could not turn back time. All he could do was carry on and right every wrong he could for justice.

“Every injury on the male adult is consistent with one who fell to the ground from a standing position,” said Branch, who was using an optical zoom piece to examine Dehar Aabracan closely. “Unfortunately, there are no visible lethal wounds.”

“Remember, we are not just confirming what we all ready know,” reminded Casper. “Our suspect, whoever he is, decided these people had to die. The question is why. To test the device, I seriously doubt that.”

Branch began to focus on the notes while Casper examined Kila Aabracan. In his younger years he was embarrassed to look at any naked female body, alive or dead. He had grown up significantly since then, accepting the fact that females had a form opposite of himself, that naturally it was meant to stimulate if not intrigue males, and that they were not going to complain about their nakedness while deceased.

With no disrespect intended, Casper said, “A mother’s body.”

“I am no expert in other species, however at her age having a child must be nothing short of a miracle,” noted Branch as he came over to look.

Combing through, he said, “Zesha knows her stuff, she did a sexual assault kit, test negative. At some point she stopped thinking this was some simple, unexplainable death.”

Branch shook his head and shuddered. “I never knew there were such monsters in the galaxy that took in such pleasure until I became an Inquisitor. But beyond the influence of the Trade Federation I found a much colder universe I hate to say.”

“Everyone was like me once, Branch: the Sith were the only evil to look forward to,” said Casper in reflection. “Until Ros explained that evil was beyond simple, that sometimes it did not follow a course of logic, did I get my eyes opened. Civilization, he once said, was where the majority of animals had learned to control their impulsive instincts. But we still have to worry about those few that didn’t get the memo.”

“I do hope you are not suggesting some of those monsters had no choice,” said Branch. “I know most of the courts in the Republic allow for insanity defenses.”

“No,” said Casper, “I believe even monsters have a choice whether to be a monster or not.” After scanning the notes some more, he noted, “Zesha was just as curious as you were about the age differential between parents and child.”

“Neimoidian females have a narrow window for conception,” Branch pointed out. “My Serva wanted to be a success. We got four children in her five years.” He frowned a little. “She was disappointed with me that she did not get five.”

Casper felt pity for Branch. When he had to flee the Trade Federation he brought Serva and their youngest child to Coruscant with him for their own protection. Serva did not take the relocation well, showing her displeasure for running away and of waiting for months for Casper to return from Lone Star by chucking her excrement at him and everyone she hated. Strong with connections, and the older children deeply pocketed and established, Serva and her child left Branch for Neimoidia and had not looked back.

“Did you ever talk to her again? I know you were trying the last we met,” asked Casper.

“No.” Branch peered around to take in all the bodies. “I gave up shortly after our last conversation. None in my family desired to speak to me.” His face twisted about and he said flustered, “We know how this family died. There is nothing more we can learn here.”

“Their home, then,” said Casper, picking up a peculiar item in the investigation report. “Says here ‘Jedi suspects Human male offworlder may be involved’.”

“No other details?” When Casper shook his head, Branch said, “It could be a waste of time.”

Casper shook his head again. “This isn’t random. Just like you said before this guy gets a powerful weapon, knows it works, should use it militarily, but he uses it on an innocent family. The first question, the biggest of them, is going to be why.”

Branch slowly nodded and admitted, “You are right. Why did I choose to ignore such common sense?”

“I broke your concentration,” suggested Casper. “I asked about your family. It clearly made you emotional. I could tell.”

Looking at Casper with a frown, Branch said, “When did you learn to do the impossible, Master Jedi? I know the Force does not work on my kind, you cannot read my mind.”

Shrugging, Casper reminded Branch, “You said I could read people, Master Inquisitor. You were also right that I was trained by the best, who was also trained by the best. When you feel emotions it shows. Gamblers call them tells. It helps to know the creature you are dealing with, but it does become pretty easy when you know an individual enough to know their tells.”

Casper gestured towards the door. “Besides that, I can’t read minds.” Branch considered the scene, nodded, and headed for the door. They stopped to wait for it to open. “We honestly have very few races in the Jedi Order that can read minds naturally without the Force. Even with it, such mind reading is just a connection between master and apprentice.”

As they waited for the door to cycle through the process of opening, Branch said, “So, Affect Mind and Altered Mind are not forms of mind control?”

“That is a generalized misconception,” assured Casper. “Mind control implies holding full sway over someone’s mind, being able to make them do things after overwhelming if not purging completely their will. A Jedi uses the Force to alter, or at least manipulate the order of thoughts, or introduce suggestive reasoning. But mind ownership? No, and mind reading is also different from mind control.”

As the doors opened, Casper continued as they walked; they were talking more than they had on the ship. “Now, there are some species of Force users that had, at some time in their race’s evolution, mental abilities they had lost that with the Force and training them they can use again. It’s rare, though; I dare say as rare as an asilamorph.”

Noting that they were drawing attention around them, Casper said, “Anyways, you can tell a lot about someone without needing great mental powers. And sometimes, by looking at everything in this case, when we have nothing else to do, when we don’t know where to go from here, I might get to know this guy. He has a motivation: I want to know it before he kills again.”

“So it is murder!” The duo turned to find Captain Schelpuls picking up on their exiting conversation. “How was it done?”

Casper tried not to groan. Branch looked at him and mused, “I see what you mean by not needing mental powers to read anyone.” Branch turned on the old Trade Federation charm. “Murder! We said nothing about this being murder. We were talking about another case.” Lying, he said, “Let us tour the house and get this farce over with. I have better things to do with my time!” Dramatically, Branch left at his own steam.

“Damn Trade Fed hack,” mumbled Schelpuls to Casper. “They think they own everything.”

“They only own tact,” mused Casper and quickly took his leave before Schelpuls remembered the question he had asked only seconds ago. Ironically Branch proved also one did not need to use the Force to affect minds; nothing altered the perceptions of an ignoramus like Schelpuls like expected Neimoidian bluster.

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

CHAPTER 11.1

The Aabracan family house still looked alien and out of place to the surrounding neighborhood with the crime scene barricades and the various support vehicles parked all around it. The duo of Branch and Casper added their vehicle to the mist; a long cart, which flew in the low ceiling of the sky and was much faster than a land speeder. Along the way Branch had read aloud the updates coming into the case file tied into the planet’s mainframe.

“The Aabracans had no enemies,” shouted Branch over the rushing wind. “The planet has no real crime to speak of, and therefore no organized crime. I doubt if Black Sun would be interested in laundering credit numbers through the banking establishment here. Of course that is not counting any possible political ties. This world is being shared by seven entities that hated one another once.”

“There is some truth to that,” admitted Casper. “However, why target a family of Anomid? The Desderandians won the war, and this is their planet.”

“Sometimes the ones perceived the lower race with go after the race above them,” offered Branch. But even he began to shake his green head in denial. “If it were political, someone would be taking responsibility.”

“All depends how far the cowards want to get away before they boast. No, I don’t think our prime suspect has changed, and I don’t think he sold that weapon. I’m sure it will be confirmed when we reach the crime scene.”

After landing, Branch showed his credentials while the guards ignored Casper completely, trusting him fully to be a Jedi. The two entered the building and took opposite ends of the house. Just about everything had been searched and left for them in a mess. Casper did more searching than Branch; the Neimoidian only focused on the known details of the report.

“Parents were killed here in the living room; the child in her bedroom,” said Branch aloud. The two were alone with the door closed so they could talk freely. “Medical personal found the child under the bed. They had to break her door down; it was locked from the inside.”

Near the stated bedroom, Casper inspected the door and used as much of the Force as possible on the door. All it did was confirm what he knew already. “He fired the Wettlespear through the door.” He pushed the broken door open. “And through the bed.” After a few moments, he asked, “Branch, do you know the effective range of this weapon? Did Bog ever mention that?”

“No,” said Branch without thinking. He knew Bog had slipped out quite a bit, but he was not that stupid. “And I do not recall that research indicating there was a limit. I would think it could not be beyond the output range of its energy source.”

“That doesn’t mean much.”

Branch shrugged his shoulders and mumbled to himself, “I did not build the thing.” He stood up more upright from his natural slouch and took everything in. He did not know Anomid tastes, but every society shared a love for gold. Most murderers he had discovered long ago killed for gain: ninety-nine percent of them in his humble opinion killed for credits or for a valuable item. “I wonder, Casper, if our suspect took anything.”

“This is not simple robbery gone wrong,” said Casper, entering the living room after taking a peek at the parent’s bedroom. “This guy knew about and wanted the Wettlespear; if, a big if, if he took anything it would be to disguise the original intent of the crime.” He looked around and conceded, “Of course we don’t know if anything was taken from here. What was the father’s employment again?”

“None,” said Branch before he looked. He checked the case file to confirm. “Both were retired.”

Both investigators stood there in the living room. Very quietly. Looking around.

“Damn, why does that still bother me?” exclaimed Casper.

“They worked for over forty years at their careers, and they waited until they retired to have a child,” continued Branch. He looked down at the case file again. “They were in medial and advanced labor. They had time to start a family.”

“Yet they waited until they were near their sixties,” mumbled Casper with a head shake. His artificial legs began to itch; phantom limb feeling that was coming on because of a growing frustration. “Any next of kin?”

“The authorities have not found any relatives as of yet,” said Branch. He looked through the case file once again, trying to find anything new that would stand out and take his mind off of his current preoccupation. “A lot of blank information on individuals who have never left this world, lived in the same house, and worked the same jobs for decades. Neighbors and friends have came and went in the mean time, so the people on this street will remember little or nothing at all about their past.”

Casper took a deep breath and brought himself back down to a state of calm. He sat down in the very chair the father had risen from before he was struck by the Wettlespear, closed his eyes and began to let the Force fill him. He then sent the energy through the house.

Branch noted what Casper was doing and went back to the case file. He took note of a point made at the beginning of the file. “Place appeared briefly ransacked. What in the blue hell does that mean?” He walked out of the living room and exited the house. The duty officer, an Anomid, saw his approach and turned on his vocalizer, but Branch beat him to the question asking. “I need a clarification. The file says the place was ‘briefly ransacked’? What does that mean exactly?”

The duty officer cleared his throat. “I was one of the first ones to arrive here, Investigator Lur.”

“And?”

“And…it was difficult to tell to be honest with you.”

“You did not secure this crime scene after it had been cleared of hazardous material suspicion, and you ransacked it further! How in the nine blue hells am I suppose to know if or what was taken from the house if you have no evidence that it had been ‘briefly ransacked’ after YOU and your fellow officers had totally ransacked it!”

The duty officer held up a hand. “Now you just wait.”

Branch was having none of the stupidity. He had made, and learned, from such mistakes too. “Do you remember what the inside of that place looked like before? Do you? Answer me!”

“No-.”

“Then do not dare tell me to ‘just wait’. You are incapable of ‘just waiting’.” Branch threw up a hand in disbelief. “If you had just waited, you may have properly cataloged everything in that house, where it was, what it was, how it was. I come here, I see a torn apart place, and suspect robbery homicide! You do not think it is, yet you want me to figure it out AFTER your people screwed it up!” He barked and left the duty officer steaming hot. He shut the door behind him and locked it. He finally went to the kitchen and helped himself to a glass of water. Finishing the glass, he filled it again and went back to the living room and had a seat on the couch. Casper was still meditating, still thinking, still searching.

“The idiots,” was all Branch could say for the next few minutes “Too bad they can’t read other creature’s minds because I want them to see what I think of them right now.” 

Meanwhile, Casper kept using the Force to get a definitive feel for the place. How he wished for Juna’s ability to touch things and to see what exactly happened. His Force abilities, though limited, were good and could lead to results. He just had to take his time, let the energies fill him, and then fill the house, and perhaps find something….

Missing: something was missing from the house.

Casper opened his eyes and said, “The killer did take something from this house.”

“If you know what let me know,” said a beleaguered Branch.

“No, you see,” started Casper, “if he was a robber, he would take something of value he could sell, or maybe brag about. But….he took something from here I think….I think he took something from here that was valuable to him.”

When Branch craned his head and frowned, Casper stood up and explained. “A contract killer and a serial killer have one thing in common: they take proofs of accomplishment. These people are good, decent, and so they weren’t marked for death by some gangster. And a serial killer maintains a common root of killing their own kind. As Bog said a Human has the Wettlespear. So the killer came here to kill these people…and he…took something….that had something to do with his motive for doing the killings.”

“The object of his desire was his motive?” quizzed Branch. He gave it some thought and found his head nodding. “Yes….I am beginning to understand. His motive and his prize are one and the same, or at least they are related to one another.”

Branch stood up and walked over to the wall that contained the home’s fire place. He was lost in thought when he said aloud, “But what is it?” He went to probe Casper further but he froze when his large eyes and his significant height advantage over everyone else allowed him to gaze at the shelf above the fire place. “Casper! Here!”

Casper walked over and took note of the shelf, and then realized it. On the shelf were two ancestral plates that bookend the shelf, and in between were organized books, candle stems, and in the middle a family portrait of the loving couple and the child when it was a new born. However even to Casper’s well trained eyes it was easy to miss the gaps.

Before Branch said anything, he watched Casper levitate his body in the air so he could see the very surface of the shelf that was just taller than Casper’s six foot, four inch height. There, surrounded by thickening dust, were lightly dusted square impressions. It was as if at least four square shaped objects had been there, gathering dust and prevent the area where they sat on the shelf from sharing in their fate.

“Four square objects,” said Branch as Casper lowered himself to the ground. “They appear to be the same size.”

“Our guy took them,” said Casper was dead certainty, stroking his thick, long beard. “They were tied to the very reason why he killed these people.”

Branch went to the front door, opened it, and yelled, “I am in need of a crime technician kit! I do not need the technician, I will do the work myself!” When he turned around again he almost ran into Casper.

The Jedi Knight was looking into the house from the door. He raised his right hand and said, “Mother is shot as soon as the door opens.” Casper walked slowly from the door; Branch watched on and listened. “Father is getting up from the chair by the time the killer hits him. With the adults out of the way, the child will be in a panic for she saw everything and ran into her room. She locked the door and crawled under her bed.”

Casper proceeded down the hallway, turned at the door and pointed his finger. “Third victim dead.” He turned towards the parent’s room across the hall. “The house is mine, but I’m in a hurry. I’m a non-native species, so someone may remember me even if this did happen at night. I check the drawers, I run back into the living room.”

Stopping at the entrance to the room, Casper pointed at the fireplace. “Jackpot. Four trophies, all lined up for me to take. I take them, and I take my leave.”

The duty officer Branch yelled at earlier came with the request kit. Branch took it, did not thank him and sealed the door again. He opened the kit and found matted film; with it he took impressions of the dust, clearly defining the shape and size of the lighted dust area where once some important object had kept the dust away.

“Maybe,” said Branch, “with better than Corellian odds we will know what makes this kind of shape. It could be anything; a trophy or jewelry box. However if we encounter something like this again, it will show a common pattern, his purpose, his motive.”

Sadly, Casper said, “That would require more victims with a similar circumstance.”

Branch looked at his companion as a brain wave struck him. “Captured images! Holorecordings! Family moments recorded on a medium! Suppose….”

“Look around!” Casper went in one direction and Branch another before Branch’s thought was completed. Unlike Casper, Branch lived near that preverbal sector known as the average family lifestyle; the kind of people that wanted to have it all, and then they wanted to keep a history of it. Just in the past ten years after the release of the full utilized three dimensional holoprojector the standard-bearer two dimensional holorecorders was no longer a luxury item and became very cheap. It did not matter if their resolution was still in the ten thousand by twelve thousand two hundred sixty range and captured moving imagery at one hundred frames per second with stereo affect. The people wanted that one time ‘high on a bantha’ item. With the walls bare of still images or holographic memory projections, it meant the Aabracans had kept their recorded memories on their recording device.

“Found it!” Casper came out of the master bedroom with the Fenstahl 98 Series transcorder. He turned it on and did a diagnostic. “It’s functional, and there’s about….three hundred plus terabytes of memory on it.”

Branch’s mouth opened on that. “My word, tell me that antique has a preview and pick capability.”

Casper looked it over and his heart sank. “No. And that means we’re going to have to sit through and watch every image and recording in the order it was recorded.”

Branch Lur let out a very watery sigh. He said glumly, “I will tell the officers outside not to wait up for us.”

“Wait!” Casper tucked the unit inside his Jedi robe folds.

“Casper that is evidence!”

“For us, not for them.” Casper raised a hand and stressed, “We almost blew the secret you are trying to currently keep back at the capitol. We can’t share are findings and then have the government demand more answers.”

“They will know I requested a crime kit.”

“Tell them I made a mistake and left my hand prints on the shelf.” Casper went over and with his robe sleeve he dusted the shelf above the fireplace. “That will make me a little less god-like compared to you in their eyes.” He then stressed, “We need to keep that kit, get some use out of it. I’ll convince them.”

“How,” asked Branch. Then it occurred to him. “Oh, that non-mind control we had discussed earlier.”

“Suggestive reasoning,” Casper clarified with a small smile. “Nothing more than that.”

Branch shook his head, but they had a small victory. If they could tolerate the family recordings of the Aabracans, it might give them the clue they were desperately looking for. They made arrangements still to receive updates from Desderanda X, in the event that something else broke for them as the duo was about to sulk away on their brand new starship to potentially watch one thousand hours of recorded video and go through twenty thousand still images.

