ACT TWO – The Switch

CHAPTER 27.0
Ord Mantell was not one called a resort planet, or a tourist destination, or the pantheon of social justice, or the shiny example that all should follow, but it was what many who paid attention and cared – regardless of their intentions – a planet of major convenience. The world was discovered by Corellian colonists in the Bright Jewel Systems Cluster, in the Mid Rim, over ten thousand years ago and became one of the Republic’s first military Ordnance/Regional Depots during the Galactic Expansion Era. Over the years the planet’s profile changed considerably as the bureaucracy altered its purposes to fit the Republic’s needs, eventually becoming a hardware dumping ground. The Sith War, however, made the planet important enough for the Republic that seven of the most crucial major battles of the war were fought over it; the notorious Last Stand of Nedserd occurred there. 
Since then the citizenry had more input over the use of the world, retaining it’s spare parts-salvage identity to the benefit of the Hydian Way trade route to the ‘outskirts’ of the galaxy found in Tingle Arm, where the Corporate Sector had slowly over thousands of years grown and was just now beginning to prosper – the ruination of the Mersaders Conglomerate two decades ago ended that stop gap. Large in part to the trade route and its store house of a world of spare parts, Ord Mantell blurred their identity, making it the place to be on this side of the galaxy for both criminals and big spenders and everyone else in between; the newer resorts and casinos pulled half a billion guests a year.
With no real ‘other place’ in mind, Branch took the Jedi Joke to Ord Mantell; he really had no other place to go until Casper contacted him with the government list the killer was going by; assuming, of course, Casper could contact him. Branch doubted very much that the Jedi Order would execute Casper for disobeying them, but his long stay on Coruscant featured a short stay at the Jedi Temple and he was well aware of the methods of Jedi ‘imprisonment’. They did have a detention center far below the main surface of Coruscant, designed to hold Force-using prisoners, but there were other methods the Jedi routinely employed on select individuals with favorable results, but when they did not work the results were glaringly disastrous. They could hold Casper to his word, whatever it was, and Branch knew Casper was honorable enough to obey it; if they told Casper not to communicate with him, more than likely he wouldn’t. For now, Branch just patiently waited for Casper and reluctantly waited for Hidu Bog.
One day after landing, Branch was treated to a series of seemingly related jaw-dropping events that had the entire world abuzz: the current search for the missing Acendont child of Menaddera, the Rapier Technologies issuing of stocks, Senator Bly Coaxial’s hellfire speech, the subsequent ‘Senate Riot’ by politicians that lasted for six hours afterwards, the apparent four sales of Rapier Technologies after Lady Angelleia sold everything before the Coaxial speech, and all the markets in the Republic losing close to ten percent of their combined value. It all had happened, and it shook Ord Mantell to its very core, and more than likely it was going to affect Branch as well.

Branch had planned to go over all the case files when he landed until the Coaxial Speech changed that plan. People were calling it the ‘Speech of the Dark Ages’ for it put a cloak shroud on everything having to deal with economics, politics, and individuality, effecting everyone that was not even mentioned in the accusatory, scorched-universe speech. Those mentioned in the speech were undoubtedly under siege and their names alone were election issues everywhere, even in places where it made no sense. Ord Mantell was far from everything having to do with the Trade Federation, but the citizens Branch saw around the ship on his walks were giving him double the dose of ‘invader’ looks he normally received prior to the mess. For his own safety he wisely stayed on ship and kept waiting for Casper or Bog to call. 

Hidu Bog’s call was the most important to Branch. In order to keep his part of the investigation and search going, for he was certain the Jedi had little available personnel to pick up where they left off, he needed Bog’s resources. His professorship at the University of Coruscant paid well, but what he earned largely went towards a retirement he would most likely not see; the Trade Federation had seized his previous assets after all; he could not afford the soon-to-follow maintenance and refueling costs of the Jedi Joke. Bog’s finances kept the investigation running, and so did his contacts in the Department of Justice; Branch needed those contacts if Casper could not communicate with him; otherwise any new crimes the Wettlespear killer committed were going to be late coming to him.
This was Branch’s overall quandary: he desired to find the Wettlespear and reveal the wrong doings of Bog and the Trade Federation to the Republic, and on the other hand Bog may have to tighten his assets and end relationships that could further harm him if continued, and that meant preventing Branch from continuing to the search. In the latter, the Wettlespear implicated Bog specifically unlike the Coaxial-mentioned Sith conspiracy that covered the whole Trade Federation. There was also the possibility that Nute Gunray would use the Wettlespear as a means to put everything – from the invasion of Naboo on to whatever conspiracy existed – on Bog’s shoulders. Neimoidians, after all, were such creative creatures when it came to survival convenience. Branch did not want any part of the current Trade Federation leadership to get off free and clear; someone was going to survive Coaxial’s Sith hunt, no matter how hard he hit them. That would likely mean Hidu Bog would take Nute Gunray’s position; it made finding the Wettlespear that much more imperative.

The transceiver awoke Branch from his light nap sitting in one of the comfortable lounge chairs. He checked his chromo; night in Fort Mantell, the major city and former military installation of Ord Mantell. He went over and noted it was a holographic transmission, and it was heavily encrypted; point of origin unknown. He guessed Hidu Bog before he turned it on; Branch guessed right.

“Long day, Arbiter,” said Branch, trying not to sound too sarcastic. He told himself, again and again, he had to act as if he was Bog’s only friend. 
“So you have heard,” muttered Bog. His transmission was terrible; too much blue light in the feed and his image jumped from time to time. He was using not just one encryption but several encryption beams. “I need to know your progress.”
Branch did not like it already; Bog was being too short and to the point. It was just as worse as Branch thought. Bog was scared and was close to being irrational. “I am on Ord-.”
“Do not tell me where you are!” barked Bog quickly. “Do you have our prize in sight or not?”

Branch gulped his sigh; too late, Bog had entered the irrational sector of his own universe where paranoia flowed like water and every word spoken had to be encrypted in triplicate twice and sent only once. This did not bode well for Branch. He had to lie and lie big; lying to Bog was easy, but this lie was going to be very large in substance.

“As I was saying, I am on the world where our man is currently having his ship repaired,” lied Branch. “I am waiting for favorable conditions in order to deal with our man in order to get our prize back.”
Bog sneered, “What are these favorable conditions? Do they include your silent partner?”

Branch’s throat tightened as if someone was using the Force to choke him. He could not read Bog too well in the transmission, and even if he could there was no telling what Bog meant by the question. Either Bog discovered Casper had been with him since the beginning, or this was a question to satisfy Bog’s paranoia, a test of loyalties. Branch had to decide fast….

“Well!”

Bog tipped him off with that exclamation. Sighing, Branch said, “He is a good friend who has helped me greatly in this investigation. In fact he pointed me to the killer here.”
“Yes, he called himself your guide,” muttered Bog. “Who is he! I demand to know who he is!”
“A friend that will not betray a confidence,” was all Branch would say. If he told Bog Casper was a Jedi….

“I would think twice about that: he just leveraged a ship from my coffers with the information you shared with him. You have told him too much!”

This time Branch could not cover his grimace; for whatever reason, Casper Knightshade blackmailed Hidu Bog for a ship. To get Bog to respond the way he did, the Jedi Knight had to tell him a considerable amount and backed it with a threat. Putting that aside, Branch feared the worse; at the very least the unofficial investigation was officially over.
Branch said, “Without his help, I would not be this close in getting the Wettlespear.” He was done with the code words, but he had to contain his own outrage. “Tonight I get it back. I promise you, Hidu, the weapon will be mine.”

There was a lot of static and movement from Bog to screw up the transmission reception. The Neimoidian said, “I need this weapon destroyed once you get it, Branch. Destroy it; destroy anything related to it including the man who has it. Branch, I mean it: this man’s body and ship cannot appear on any blotter roll. Do you have a problem with that?”

Staying neutral in tone, Branch said, “None at all.”

“And kill your friend as well,” said Bog. “Destroy the ship I gave him, too. Can you make it look like a starship theft gone bad?”

“Certainly,” lied Branch again. He had no intentions of murdering Casper whatsoever. “What’s a Human to me but just another impulse consumer?”
“Good. Good.” Bog kept saying that over and over, even as the transmission slowly ended without warning.

“And how long before you liquidate me, old friend,” mused Branch with a head shake. With Bog making up his mind, Branch decided to withdraw a significant amount of Bog’s money from his account in hard currency form to tide him over. He had no choice, he had to go out.
Leaving the Jedi Joke and walking for the nearest financial institutions after consulting an information kiosk, Branch could not convince himself to drop the Wettlespear case, even when he knew Bog was planning his death. He was uncertain where to go or how long he could continue, but people were killed by someone using Bog’s invention, and more people were in danger unless the killer – not the weapon – was stopped. Innocent people did not deserve death; Bog intentionally provided the means for the killer to cause such death.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 27.1

Another of the drawing cards of Ord Mantell was their very relaxed banking regulations and lending institutions so liberal in loaning they made Coruscant treasury bureaucrats ashamed of themselves. Yesterday’s trading craze before the first bottoming out of Rapier Technologies’ stock had some savvy and imaginative stock buyers borrowing hard and fast from Ord Mantell; three billion Republic currency in give-and-forget loans alone, a write off tax wise for the planet, but only if the tax revenue streams from Coruscant remained fixed to fill the hole. The world had done it for thousands of years and, to date, had gotten away with it because of the consistent trade that went through the system; so long as their was a growing Corporate Sector and other systems along the Hydian Way, there was always going to be revolving currency to keep the financial institutions solvent.

The banks themselves were independent operations run by individuals and corporations; some were even run by Hutts, making those banks ideal for their bounty hunters and other henchmen to run their rewards and paydays through. The government did not care so long as there was no credit laundering through the institutions – even the Hutts honored that rule, even Black Sun, even the other criminal organizations in the galaxy. As loose as banks ran things and literally – LITERALLY – took blood as collateral, regardless of the source of that blood, appearances were deceiving; some banks did keep very excellent and accurate records; there were rumors that those banks, even the government, sold records for blackmail purposes.
Branch knew the rumor to be true; the Trade Federation bought such records all the time. As an officer of Trade Federation law, he witnessed his commanders pay for such financial information in order to facilitate an arrest. He knew to avoid banks altogether for interstellar transactions because they would be marked right away; information would be sent to Hidu Bog immediately, with location and what exact amount was taken. Knowing Bog would not be pleased with what he was going to take out of his accounts, Branch chose a currency exchange office to complete do the transaction. The currency exchange offices took forever to file withdraw paperwork because they always assume the currency withdrawn from the account is in local currency form; a glaring weakness in the Republic monetary exchange system gangsters and looters always exploited. It usually took a full week before the transaction appeared, or could be confirmed, but in the meantime the customers would be long ago with their currency.
The Neimoidian entered the office and got in line behind a very large, bald headed Human; large in the sense he was physical fit built, not fat. He had in his hands a large, and judging by the way he held it the contents were very heavy. Suddenly a Duro looking very guilty rushed past the line and bumped Branch into the Human.
“I am terribly sorry,” said the Neimoidian. “That Duro pushed me.”

“That’s alright,” said the Human. “Everywhere I’ve been as of late is filled with pushy people.”

Branch shrugged his shoulders and said, “Do I know it.”

The Human male turned back around and asked, “How do you mean?” He watched the taller, skinnier alien frown at him. “If you don’t mind me asking. This line is taking forever. Name’s McBain by the way.”

“Branch,” he said and returned the nod. “Well, we Neimoidians all look alike to everyone else.” McBain frowned oddly. “Because of the invasion of Naboo.”
McBain kind of stepped back and forth from foot to foot and said, “I hate to say this, but I don’t know what you mean. You mean your folks invaded a town or something?”
“No, a whole world,” said Branch. He was very perplexed to actually have met someone that didn’t know about the Invasion of Naboo; it’s been the talked about geopolitical moment of the past five years. “But it was not exclusively my people; it was the entire Trade Federation which my home world is a part of.”

“Oh, I see,” said McBain, whose face showed he did not. “You have to pardon me, Mister Branch, but I’m not what you call ‘in the know’.” He grunted and lowered the gold ore in his sack. “I’m here because my ship needs more fixed on her than I ever thought it really needed. These ships, we think they can do it all, but they’re just like crop combines; forget the oil and watch them fall to pieces on the first rock you hit.”

Branch nodded, sensing the man wanted someone to talk to. Curious, he nodded towards the sack. “Are you a miner?”

“No,” said McBain, who then thought for a moment. “I’m just trading in some ore; the repair guy fixing the stuff I can’t fix only takes credits. I guess you can say I’m….I guess a traveler. What you do?”
“Traveler myself, I guess,” said Branch. “I need to make a withdraw. Like you, I cannot go anywhere until I do.”
“Ain’t that the truth?” McBain nodded and then said, “There’s a saying where I’m from: if you want to see the universe, and you can’t afford it: become space dust and let the solar winds blow you across the cosmos.”

Branch could not help to smile. McBain snickered and said, “Dang, it’s been a while since I had a laugh, or a talk with anyone. I hope I’m not irritating you.”
“No, not at all,” said Branch honestly. “In fact I have not seen a good face for over two days and that is two days too long.”
“Next!” called the teller.

“That’s me I guess,” said McBain, bending at the knees and lifting the load up. “Thanks, Mister Branch.”

“Just a moment, McBain is it?” asked Branch. He nodded. “Where are you from?”

“NEXXXXXXXXXXTT!” whined the teller, a modified protocol droid that was begging for a lube job.

“I better go,” said McBain. He carried his load and dropped it on the counter; behind him a privacy barrier turned on. “Hello.”

“Hello, country bumpkin, what do you have for me on this lovely, wonderful day, hummmmmm?” the teller said sarcastically. Another teller called for another customer and the Neimoidian moved over to the next window.

“I need to exchange some ore.” McBain pulled the gold ore out one piece at a time, laying out five pieces. “Can I exchange this?”
“Certainly, sir,” said the droid cheerfully. “It will take time, unfortunately, to calculate the gold weight from the rock, but yes because you just made my smecking day.”

McBain just misread the droid’s cheek and said, “Oh, okay.” He shoved the bag towards the droid. “Might as well get all of it exchanged then.”

If the droid had a lower mandible it would have struck the counter. It grabbed the bag and both droid and bag fell to the floor. McBain did not even give it a thought. He stood there, waiting the entire time for the large transaction to be completed. Branch completed his withdraw, going with gold coins he knew he could spend anywhere, and left the exchange. McBain figured he missed the Neimoidian a long time ago when he was done with his exchange. He took his windfall of a Republic credit chit with a million credits on it and left the exchange as well.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 27.2

McBain entered the repair center where his ship was housed and found it in a worse state than when he left it; and when he left it, it was in a worse state. He could now stand where he was, in front of the ship, and look clear through it to see the engine assembly hanging up on crane hooks. That is the engine was no longer IN the ship.
“Oh, hi,” said the Toydarian mechanic and business owner Gusto. “We reallis have our work cut out for usso, no?”

McBain really did not know how to act to what he was seeing. He was not worried about anything important being taken; he had the Blue Seed, the reader, the sack which used to hold his gold ore but now just his mementoes from the killings, and the Wettlespear on his person. His reaction really surprised Gusto because he was not immediately upset. “You took my ship apart for a transceiver problem?”
“Don’t get me wrongo,” began Gutso, “you have…a fine ship, but….” The blue alien flapped his wings irritably and he finally said, “No, your ship’s a piece of junk-uh. I do not know how youse crossed the galaxy in its.”

The Toydarain told off one of his repair droids before flying around the ship to point out the plethora of problems to McBain. “When you pulled out the transceiver, it cracked its array. The array itself-uh stressed the sheers. The sheers are so warped it made the port side fra-gil-lee, hence why you brought it here, no questioned.” He continued flying around. “As I removed the hull metal, the other side of the vessel buckled. The engine began to slide out-uh! That caused the landing gear to collapse. When I got it off the grounda, and the hyperdrive cracked open like one of my wife’s eggs. That caused left over plasma your ship was supposed to exhaust out in space to spill and it contaminated everything inside, burning out your plasma conduits. Oh, and it ruined your waffle maker.”

“Waffle…maker?” asked McBain, curious by what the heck that was.

“Does not matter, does not matter,” urged the Toydarian. “I means to also sayo the plasma also ruined your personal belongings.” He mournfully shook his head and said, “I be honest with you, cause I like you like a brother: put a blaster to it’s heado and pull the trigger. This ship is done.”

McBain thought about it for a few moments, sighed, and said, “So….you can fix it?”
“Of course!” snarked Gusto. “It will be a while, but we get it runny like eggs! Ha, ha, ha!”

“Okay,” said McBain and he walked out of the garage. He didn’t hear the laughing or the insults about his intelligence. He sighed and pulled the reader with the Blue Seed in it and read the screen for what was the fiftieth time. He read the name Agruta, a Talz female; only one individual with that name, yet it did not relieve the pressure he kept feeling in his chest lately when he looked at the cursed list. He went to a kiosk and looked her up; Ord Mantell was rather forthcoming on information as well. He noted the address and took a cab; along the way he put on the Wettlespear.

When the cab ride ended and he exited, he took one look at the building before him and frowned. McBain turned around and said to the driver, “There must be a mistake. I said Fifteen Moons Way.”
The driver, a Rodian female, chuckled and said through a translator in the cab, “That is the address: Fifteen Moons Way is Fifteen Moons Casino.”

Gulping, McBain turned his attention back towards the brightly colored, loudly lit, very loud, and beyond cheerful looking Fifteen Moons Casino. Of all the places he had been nothing awed and scared him so much. As the cab rolled away, he thought how much of his resolve was left in it. He watched as a group of nearly naked Humanoids walked down the steps from the entrance began to advertise the casino to everyone passing by. He said, “Help me.” He quickly went by the winking, flirty females and entered the din of sin.
Once McBain was inside he found the place was much darker and sinister than outside, but just as loud; there was also a bad odor to the place, but judging by the many people inside it did not bother them. Gambling of all sorts could be seen from the entrance, intentionally by design: dare tables, jubilee wheels, sabacc, straight hand card games, dice games, and intergalactic event screens where scenarios and odds were betted on.
McBain shook his head and strolled over to the desk at the front. The service person said before McBain could speak, “Welcome to the Fifteen Moons Casino, I am Sev, turn in all your weapons.”

Caught flatfooted, McBain asked, “I’m sorry?”
“Weapons, sir, are not allowed past this point, that is Ord Mantell law,” said the clerk Sev.

“I do not have any weapons,” assuredly lied McBain. “I wanted to know if Agruta was still working here.”

The clerk looked McBain over and asked, “Agruta the Talz?” McBain nodded and the clerk shook his head. “Well I guess it takes all kinds, but who am I to judge. She’s in the Lizard Lounge in the back. Turn in your weapon.”

“But I have no-.” began McBain.

The clerk pulled out a long stick and pointed it at McBain, who flinched on seeing it. The stick chimed and the clerk said, “You have on your person a far-phase targeting system. Targeting systems are used only for weapons. Therefore, you have a weapon. Turn it in, or you must leave.”

McBain held up his right hand, which he showed only the finger glove with the sensors on it. “It’s only part of my prosthetic. I need it for balancing purposes.”

The clerk said, “Leave.”

“But-.”

“Leave, sir, and never come back here again. If you do I will have you seriously injured.”

McBain considered the situation and for once he was happy to be stopped. He said, “Very well.” He turned and walked out of the casino. It dawned on him, however, that he was given a location to where the Talz was. He made his way around the building using the sidewalk and found another entrance, to the place called the Lizard Lounge. 
The entrance to this place made the entrance to the front look like a family get-together; most of the females of various species wore nothing at all, and they were flirtier and did everything they could to lay a finger on McBain as he tried not to look and tried not to be touched. The aliens did not seem to mind he was Human the way they tried to touch his crotch and gave him leering greetings.
Inside McBain went to the proprietor at the desk; the clerk said, “Welcome to the Lizard Lounge, hand over your weapon and we have a menu brought over to you.”

“I don’t have a weapon,” McBain assured him.

“Of course you do,” said the clerk. “Just hand it over, and we’ll go from there, okay?”

“No, actually, I don’t have a weapon,” said McBain. This time he kept his right hand in his pocket, thinking the clerk was just guessing. “I’m just wondering if Agruta the Talz is here, and if so where is she?”

The clerk eyeballed him and smiled. “In order for you to find that out, you need to turn over your weapon, or leave.”

Frustrated, McBain just turned and walked out of the Lizard Lounge. All the time he had worked himself up to do what needed to be done began to cause pressure in his head and neck; the bimbos touching him diverted those pains to other places, and thus he flung their advances off with a jerk of his arms. The curses that came from them just irritated the man more. The whole experience this time was causing him to flinch and flutter, and his anger boiled up. His mind was filled with deplorable images, and worse they were not going away because he turned around and there it all was to refresh his memory. He couldn’t really stand to wait; he couldn’t wait another day to do this.
McBain stomped back towards the Lizard Lounge, plowing through the women outside, and just pointed the Wettlespear at the clerk. People around him were not sure what had happened, but the clerk just dropped to the floor; some whispered Jedi and they began to leave; others said otherwise and stayed; two big Wookiees emerged from a hidden recess, the places security, and bayed at him.
McBain just turned towards them with his raised right hand. The Wookiees fell over dead so fast and so unrealistically that caused everyone in the waiting room to run out of there. He went back outside, saw the bedriders huddle out front looking at him in fear and he asked, “Any of you Agruta the Talz?” He raised the Wettlespear. “Which one of you is Agruta the Talz!”
“She’s upstairs!” screamed a Human female.

McBain turned and walked quickly back inside. He took to the stairs, and when three females of various races came down he killed two of them with the Wettlespear because the third one was a Human. He ran over the bodies and got to the top floor. A male Bothan emerged half dressed and eyed the Human and charged. A step later the Bothan was lying on the floor staring at forever.

Another Wookiee guard roared from a hidden passage and grabbed McBain in a Wookiee hug. The Human tried to yell out his pain but he found no breath to be had. The Wookiee roared in victory. McBain pointed at the Wookiee’s foot with his right hand; his attacker did not know better.
The Wookiee collapsed and McBain found his breath a few moments later. The commotion got people to open doors now, and the Human yelled, “Agruta the Talz! Where is Agruta the Talz!” He shook his head as all sorts of aliens peeked out the doors, trying to figure out how to get passed him. Frustrated, he yelled, “I don’t know what a Talz looks like, so if you don’t tell what I need to know I’ll just kill you all!”

One of the workers popped out of her room and said, “Last door! Last door!”

McBain heeded the advice and found the only door in the hall that was not partially open. He tried the door controls and it did not open. Frustrated to the max, he lifted his right hand and used the sensor suite to target the individuals inside; his ear bud told him of two life forms; the noise from inside suggested they were moving furniture inside the room to block the door. He fired the Wettlespear twice; there was no more noise after the thumps.

McBain turned and ran as if the dead were chasing him. It then occurred to him that people saw what he looked like. With that in mind he stopped for a long moment, considered his options, and cursed himself; he was told to use discretion. He made an adjustment to the controls and the Wettlespear array extended from his tunic sleeve. He ran as fast as he could outside and ran as far as he could get before the back lot security fence stopped him. He turned and raised the weapon towards the Lizard Lounge and the rear of the hotel, and after five very silent seconds, the array glowed a bright lime green with power. Another three seconds there was a flash, and McBain found himself stumbling backwards from the unexpected recoil.

It took McBain quite a while to gather his wits. He realized he had been knocked for a loop; his back and body had struck the concrete wall behind him rather hard. His eyes adjusted and his blurry vision cleared. Before him, lying about as far as his blue eyes could see, bodies laid motionless and peaceful. His ears still worked, and he heard much less noise coming from not just the Lizard Lounge, but also the Fifteen Moons Casino.

Save for the machines inside and the screaming coming from the front of the large casino, the place was too dead quiet.
As McBain considered what had just horribly done, the Wettlespear array retracted back up his sleeve. Shaking he checked the power supply: totally drained. Fury was being replaced with panic and he began to walk. As soon as the fence gave way he walked away from the casino just as other beings were walking quickly over to it. Nerves frayed with shock and fright, he kept walking as if on autopilot. He kept going until he found himself in line for a ship preparing to take people off Ord Mantell for some unknown place McBain had never heard of before. He remembered paying for his ticket and getting on the ship and the ship leaving.
He was close to his old self again when he threw up.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 27.3

The longer he heard the emergency crew sirens, the more interested Branch had become. He was going to take off until the port authority had ordered a lock down of the spaceport. He was going to argue about the ships already in the air, but gave up and slowly followed the flow of crowds just out of curiosity. It ended it up being a much longer walk that was unhealthy for any Neimoidian to take, but the ultra massive activity heading towards the Fifteen Moons Casino stole his undivided attention. For the first time no one was giving him an ugly look; they were too busy trying to find out what had happened and were trying to offer help. Local law enforcement was trying to establish order the best they could and some of the usual criminal suspects were giving them a friendly hand: that meant to Branch that something more than a smuggler dispute had occurred.
Showing his Senate Special Investigator credentials, Branch asked, “What has transpired here?”

The casino worker and the scum bag were stumbling about, but the Ord Mantell state police trooper saw Branch’s authority and said, “Mass death in the back of the casino. Bodies everywhere. We don’t know the cause.”

“A bomb,” asked Branch, who suddenly had bad indigestion as the same thought began to repeat itself in his head.

“No bomb,” said the trooper. “We don’t think gas either but…we’re just not taking any more chances.”

“May I look, sir?” When the trooper nodded Branch walked through the front entrance and held out his badge for the officers standing just inside to see. He wrapped the chain on the badge around his neck and proceeded carefully through the abandoned casino front. The next line of officers was, as expected, at the back, and lying between them was a covered up body.
Flashing his badge for them to read it, Branch said, “I am a federal investigator. I was in held at the space port and came here to find out why. I would like to help.”

“We need all the help we can get,” said one of the officers. “There’s hundreds of dead. Just hundreds; we’re pushing a thousand and we don’t know how it happened.”

Just as Branch was going to ask another question, another officer yelled from the third story balcony overhead. “There’s dead up here, too!”

“Cripes!” swore the officer; several others used far more harsher language.

“The officer out front,” started Branch again, “said it was not a bomb or gas.”

“Not a bomb, everything’s intact,” said the officer. “We don’t think its gas or anything biological, but we’re still waiting for the hazardous materials teams from Anobis to get here in the next hour. We First Responders couldn’t wait, though.”

“Brave of you,” said Branch, and he meant it. Sometimes that was the chance he and others like him had to take. “Anything material?”

“According to some bedriders that got the hell out when the poodoo hit the cooling unit, some bald Human man had tried to break into the Lizard Lounge speak easy in the back,” said the officer. “He got stopped for carrying an unidentified weapon with an active targeting system.” At this point, Branch’s upset stomach was bubbling over. “He was persistent on seeing some Talz prostitute named Agruta.”
That did it: Branch was fuming at himself; Aguta was still in alphabetical line with the previous victims and the almost victims, the Adsols. The Wettlespear killer had been here! The officer continued. “He left, came right back, and according to folks he just….pointed and people he pointed at fell down on the spot. Even the Wookiee bouncers were no match for this guy.”

“Officer, this is a terrible coincidence,” began Branch, “but I am afraid the man in question is a suspect in seven murders and a child kidnapping I am currently investigating on behalf of the Senate.” That got the man to stare at him, stunned. “Up until now, I do not know what this man looks like, but he left his fingerprints and DNA on Corellia at one of the murders. I need to see any recordings and any ongoing crime scene reports.”

“Absolutely!” said the officer earnestly. “Let me contact my superior: they’re in the security center of the casino.”

It did not take long for someone to come and escort Branch to the security center located directly under the casino’s main floor. Inside it was what Branch had expected for such an operation. Though for the most part the casino was legitimate, there were signs here and there of shady dealings: the interrogation chair not far from where people entered and left in the room sat clean and waiting for a freshly caught card cheat. The various entities with very strong Hutt ties and the Ord Mantell officers often exchanged knowing glances at one another.
“Still nothing? Damn it!” An old, fit Human with a chopped up hair cut stood from the group close together at the monitors. “I thought you said this was failsafe, Drumo?”

“The system is,” said Drumo, the Dug speaking through the protocol droid next to him. “It is supposed to be. Paid millions for it.”

“Sir, sorry to interrupt,” said the escorting officer, indicating Branch.

“Investigator Lur I presume,” said the man in charge. “Captain Shepra. I understand you have been tracking this assailant?”

“Perhaps,” said Branch to clarify. “This so far appears to be his calling card, but never did I believe he could kill so many all at once. You should coordinate with CorSec; they are handling the crime on Corellia; tell them I am here and there should be no trouble with cooperation.”
“Get on that,” ordered the Captain to his closest officer. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s a Senate Special Investigator doing tracking this maniac?”

“I wish I could tell you everything, Captain, but at this point it’s too politically sensitive,” said Branch. “What burns me is that I was here when it occurred; lately I had been a day or two behind him.”

“No shit! Force I hate that!” Captain Shepra shook his head. “You don’t know what he looks like?” Branch shook his head. “Well, we found out we don’t know either. The whole recording system and memory banks in the casino were fried out by whatever it was this psycho used. Funny thing is we scanned for hard radiation and found none.”
Branch knew he was trying to illicit more information from him. He just said, “You won’t with whatever this weapon he is using to kill. All I can tell is this: the victims will not have lethal injuries on them, and when you run a midi-chlorian test on them you find those cells diffused.” Sighing heavily, he said, “I cannot believe it, I was here when he was here….”

“You couldn’t help it anymore than we can,” said Captain Shepra honestly after measuring the Neimoidian and recognizing his sincerity. “Just coincidence he and you were here?”
Branch blinked at Shepra and said, “Suppose he’s still here?”

“That’s our hope,” admitted Shepra. “But to be honest we couldn’t make the ships that left turn around. All we have is his physical description from lucky witness and the intended victim.”

Branch did a double take and sputtered, “The intended victim? The Talz, she is alive!?!” Shepra nodded. “It is vital that I speak to her, Captain. Previous victims were of different races on different worlds and all I have to go on is that they share one commonality amongst them.”

“Were they prostitutes?” wondered Shepra.

“No, from all walks of life, none of them immoral,” clarified Branch.

“Follow me; she’s just in the next room!” Both males walked through the security door, and inside were several females of various races. Amongst them being consoled was the white furred, four eyed, and large bodied Talz female. Though large enough to be mistaken for a Wookiee, Talz were clam and friendly creatures; Aguta was shaking terribly.
“Ma’am,” said the captain, “this Neimoidian is from Coruscant and needs to ask you some questions. I know you’re upset, but this is very important.” He looked at the Twi’lek next to Aguta. “Can you translate for us or do we need the droid?”
“Aguta understands Basic, but cannot speak it,” said the Twi’lek female. “But I understand her language.”

After some nods, Branch sat down across the Talz and said, “I know how upsetting this is, but I need you to recount what had happened.”

Aguta spoke and the Twi’lek translated, “Just as I said; the hairless Human stormed into my section of the brothel and demanded to know where I was.” She sniffed and continued. “He said he did not know what Talz look like, yet he knew my name.” The Twi’lek girl added on her behalf, “Aguta was behind me when I opened the door. He had just finished Ranorok. I told the Human Aguta was down the hall. When he left us, Aguta and I ran down the stairs and for the front doors of the casino. It had happened so fast.”

“Have either of you ever met him before?” asked Branch generically.

Aguta spoke and shook her head; her friend translated, “No, and we Talz never forget a face or a scent. I have had Human customers; he was never one of mine.” The Twi’lek added, “Or one of my own. This guy was very distinctive. He carried himself like a farm boy, sounded a little like one too.”

“Sounded?” questioned Branch.

“Strange accent,” said the Twi’lek. “Never heard anything like it. It….I don’t know…..twangy? He really ran his words together sometimes. He was also bald headed; shaved clean I think. Dark duds with blue lining on the inside.”
Branch let his mouth drop open as the description points reminded him of that man he met at the currency exchange. The Human called himself McBain, and he had a ship that needed drastic repair. However, he had to be very certain first. He urged the captain over and said, “Captain, I may have seen that man today at the currency exchange not far from my ship, just to the south here.”
Stunned, the captain said, “Are you sure?”

“No,” said Branch. “If the exchange has security tapes it may have photographed him. He was in front of me, carrying a large sack of ore with him. I believe it was just past high noon, thirteen forty.”

“There’s only one exchange in that area,” said Captain Shepra with a nod and left to check it out.

Branch turned his attention back to the Talz. “Aguta, this is very important. You were, I believe, targeted for assassination by this man.” The Talz did not like that and all four of her big eyes began to tear up. “He targeted you as he did the rest of his prior victims for a good reason. I must know that reason.” He leaned in and whispered, “I do not care if you did something illegal, understand?”
The Talz had wept quietly, but she finally nodded in understanding. In reality, Branch had not been thinking all that long what to ask of a surviving victim of the Wettlespear because until now there were no survivors; specifically speaking, she was damn lucky she had avoided McBain. Casper’s profile of the killer nearly fitted the Human he had talked to at the currency exchange perfectly, but Casper also said Branch could not go by a victim profile because of the list the killer was going by. He really missed Casper now more than ever; the Jedi Knight could have been looking for McBain right now, or had spotted him at the currency exchange.
Captain Shepra came in quickly with a large data pad, doing his best to contain his excitement, saving Branch from asking a thousand questions at the moment. “Quia, is this the man you saw?”
Branch looked on the screen and saw a still image of himself in line at the exchange at the moment the Duro had pushed him into the man in front of him. McBain’s face was at its most clear at the moment to the sensor pointing right at his face. The Twi’lek’s head-tails coiled up in fear and recogniztion, and she – Quia – said, “That’s him! That’s the man looking for poor Aguta.”

The captain showed Branch the data pad in way as to ask the same question. Branch also could not dance around the other questions being asked of him from Shepra’s eyes. He said, “He called himself McBain, no last name. Said he was a traveler and had to turn in his ore to get his old ship repaired. Like Miss Quia said he had a strange accent.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I let him….”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Investigator Lur,” said Captain Shepra. “We got this sick freak now. If you’re right, it’s possible he’s still here and his ship is in disrepair. He isn’t getting away with this. I’ll have this face plastered on every world from Coruscant to Cankertankurus before sunset.”
It occurred to Branch that it was a bad idea. He stood up and pleaded “Captain, no!” Seeing the man’s displeasure, Branch sighed and attempted to explain. “If he knows we have his face he’ll vanish forever if he did get off world. I beg of you keep this in the fraternity for now.”

“But suppose he got off world,” said the captain. “People must be warned.”

“Suppose he comes back for his ship?” offered Branch quickly. Illogical as it sounded, even Captain Shepra had seen idiot criminals actually go back to the scenes of their crimes to look for something they left behind. “Find his ship first and stake it out. It may take a day, perhaps a week, but he just may come back for it. In the meantime send his image to CorSec and to every law enforcement agency along the Hydian Way, but tell them to keep it from the public view.”

The captain considered Branch and his suggestions, and slowly he nodded in understanding. “You’re right. Either the guy goes into hiding or starts killing people if they try to apprehend him. Okay, Neimoidian: we’ll keep this in the fraternity.” He went to leave, but stopped and said, “You’re all right by me, Neimoidian.”
Branch watched him leave and took the praise well. He turned his attention back to the Talz and the Twi’lek. He said, “I will still need to ask some questions.”

Aguta made a honking nose when she blew her nose. In agitation she pulled out a coin that hung from a necklace from deep within her white fur. Quia asked, “Can I rub that too?” Aguta held it out to Quia. “Thank you.”

Branch tried some levity given the moment. “Religious symbol or lucky charm?”

“Both, actually,” said Quia. “Me and her has worked here a long time together, must be going on twenty years. We have seen our share of bad times, but we like to think this thing wards it off.” The Twi’lek asked Aguta, “Do you want me to tell him about this?”

After Aguta shrugged, Quia held the coin out to show Branch. It was more a medallion than a coin, clearly made out of pure gold, two inches in diameter, with intricate inscriptions all over it, and a very familiar symbol on it. The Neimoidian pointed at the symbol that had taken up the middle of the coin. “The Jedi Order?”
Aguta talked a little and Quia translated for her. “It’s called a service coin. The Jedi gave it to her about a month after she gave up her child.” The Twi’lek smiled just a little. “Poor Aguta here got knocked up in year one. Ownership wasn’t happy about it, so I took care of her while she was pregnant and afterwards. One day a Jedi Knight showed up at our door and said her daughter could be trained as a Jedi; said something about her blood being filled with something that made her feel the Force. This was back when the Republic was testing for that venereal disease, Vhintech, Vhinnokk, Vhin-.”
“Vhinech,” said Branch. “They were testing for Vhinech, not for venereal diseases.”

“Anyways,” said Quia, who chagrinned, “she gave them her daughter, she got this. She put the chain on it. She likes to think through it we get some Force luck.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Our luck hasn’t been that bad since.” Aguta whimpered and blew her nose again in Quia’s loose fitting dress. “She’s misses her a lot, and sometimes regrets it.”

“I have no doubt the decision was difficult,” said Branch. “It was a brave decision, and know through her you have done the galaxy a great service allowing her to become a Jedi.”

Aguta said something tiny and Quia translated, “Thank you.”

“Investigator, we got the ship!” yelled Captain Shepra. Branch stood up and turned his full attention to the arriving Human. “Gusto’s Small Ship Repair, half a kilometer east of the spaceport and a few kilometers from the currency exchange. Just pure luck: we downloaded the image to the garages and Gusto, for once, felt compelled to call us.” He threw up his hands. “But I can’t really spare anyone for a stake out because of the mess here.”
Branch shook his head and said, “Not to worry, Captain, I am available. I will go there; tell this Gusto to expect me. When you are able send me help.” He left with Captain Shepra and made other arrangements, banking that he was going to run into McBain again, and very soon.
