CHAPTER 20.0
There was much stirring about within the hollowed and hallow halls of the Senate as the debate and voting schedules had eased back. The officials, their representative subordinates, and their go betweens lounged around in the main debate chamber, or in their offices in and outside of the Senate House, or wherever they could remain in contact with the changing actions on the floor. It was intentional, of course, for Supreme Chancellor Palpatine knew major Republic business was not going to be done this time of year; very few of the Senatorial populace dared to raise any issue in the open chamber when it was so close to their system’s elections, extra-especially when it’s during their reelection attempt. 
The last thing any incumbent candidate dare do, leading or trailing in their planet’s polls, was do something that would end their careers within the final month of the election cycle. Not every system voted on the same days, and some election cycles had runoffs that occurred every week right down to the end of the election recess. All the Republic’s Constitution and the Senate’s charter cared about was by the end of the election recess a system had a senator, and it was done so within the written laws of the respected institutions; how one was picked was solely up to the planetary system or organization, so long again it was done so by the letter of the law. 
Not every system had elections that chose their Republican representatives; appointed senators like Lott Dod of the Trade Federation, in the favor of whoever Viceroy was in charge, always found the hyper-aging of first-term elected senators so amusing to watch. Senator Bail Organa was appointed-elected, meaning the changing elected body and the constant Royal body of Alderaan came together and agreed in coalition who to put in the Senate. The Wookiees used to do it by tests of strength and fortitude, but such gladiatorial referendums came to an end in exchange for being recognized and having a Senate seat again as recently as forty years ago; they did it by now by a process of scent and election, but honestly no one could tell which part of that process came first.
As he walked the Senate Halls with his entourage in tow, something he rarely did as much, it was hard for Chancellor Palpatine not to reminisce about those old days of political starvation as an elected Senior Representative, and then his two-time multi-term runs as Senator of Naboo, even when Bendian Rapier had blessed him early on. He remembered those days not very fondly, and he did not miss them. Palpatine had watched himself wither somewhat during his first run, and in hindsight quitting the Senate may have put a few years back on. Although he had the Dark Side with him, the process tested his patience and drained his resolve, even though such hard and difficult work made it possible for him to enjoy the highest chair in all the galaxy.

In the Game, Naboo had an electoral process all the way to the end: primaries, runoffs if necessary, general elections, and runoffs again. What others would call democracy Players like Bendian Rapier called it ‘the Gauntlet’, where no part of the process could be controlled by the Players and at any time failure happened; “the rush and the cancer causing feeling of having fools decide your fate,” said Bendian once. One of the parts of the process Bendian did take advantage of was Naboo’s anything goes open ballot policy, where even during the election day anyone could put any name on the ballot in real time and have other people vote on that new name. Although Bendian often had the votes he had populists ringers enter their names on the ballots and in turn they had their people push poll – or as the Game called it ass grabbing – the new candidate, which often caused unbeknownst electors to suddenly vote on the new, fresh candidate they never heard of, which took votes away from someone who was going to vote for a candidate that had campaigned for months. Even with the votes in his favor, Bendian still did it to stay in practice and also determine who would finish in that all important second place position. 
Unlike other worlds, Naboo usually gave something in political power to the first runner-up; unlike with the Throne, a simple second place finish in the Senate race anointed the candidate the Representative position, the first back up option in the absence of the elected Senator. After all of his sweat and hard work and even irritable bowls that a young, twenty-one year old Dace Palpatine blamed on campaigning, it took all of five seconds for his self-elation to vanish when Bendian explained how ass grabbing got Palpatine the backup seat.
Palpatine smiled to himself as he walked past the Nubian Senate box; his own form of ass grabbing gave him back his Senate seat, and it got Queen Amidala elected and kept the Thorns from the Throne. He kept his entourage back as he stepped in the old and empty box meant for Naboo. Poor Tiberus Pond; the man that had replaced Palpatine when he became Supreme Chancellor did not last a year; genuine heart failure at age forty-one; they found Pond in this very booth, his finger holding down the yea button and causing a vote on discretionary spending to be held up for hours. Since Pond’s death Queen Amidala had not chosen a successor, instead opting for elections next year so the people could elect a Senator; in the absence of both Senator and Representative the system’s world leader – in this case Amidala – could act as a Senator but their power was greatly diminished to prevent power hoarding – in Game terminology, the rules were preventing scarecrowing.
Contemplating the past he would like to soon forget gave the secret Sith some stress indigestion as Palpatine sat in his old chair and just gazed around him. His own gerrymandering technique was supposed to give him the Senate he desired, but Juna Rapier had forced Darth Sidious to make the elections fair again. The latest reports from Korriban indicated that surely before the week was done Sherwood would be gone from seventy-five percent of Republic systems involved in elections. Fauna Scarlet’s drive across the galaxy was not going to get the rest, and after Noss Phetter’s foul up yesterday he had to order his Hands to triple their pace and short of using terrorism they had to use every trick available to them to get Sherwood removed from the different voting systems; such frantic actions caused evidence to be left behind, but Sidious had no alternative. 
As Supreme Chancellor, Palpatine had the authority to move the elections back at least one fiscal month, but he would need a major catastrophe that was nothing short of open war. Currently the Sith could not risk such a thing happening, not what it meant to Sidious’ future plans. And most of Palpatine’s political enemies were still in power: if he pushed back elections it could stir a rally and a debate that could lead to a Vote of No Confidence against him, a major risk Palpatine could not take. Palpatine had one more year left in his term as Chancellor, which was why it was so important for this election cycle to go his way. His call for Reformation after the Invasion of Naboo burned a lot of bridges of trust with those that had voted him to the High Chair, costing them power and prestige; a move many insiders called the biggest political blunder since the powers of the Senate had called their favors, spent their stroke, and given Bendian their blessing to become Supreme Chancellor only to have Bendian come back the first of the year to endorse Valorum and officially resign his Senate seat; ironic since that resignation gave Palpatine the chair the first time, so to many it was no coincidence that another byproduct of Rapier politics had once again stabbed them in the back.
The other thing that bothered Palpatine, as his eyes found Lott Dod again, was what Count Dooku had informed him from the little chat he had with Cus Tadlan. Once again Hidu Bog had pushed his luck far over the line with the Sith. Darth Sidious had told all those involved in the blockade and the subsequent invasion what they were supposed to do, and then only do that, and finally do just that. But not Hidu Bog, who just had to bring his excavation outfit with him to steal Rapier Manor for the sake of placating himself because of his apparent disbelief in the size of his own male hood. Tadlan, on the other hand, revealed a far more legitimate reason for such a high profile theft.
Palpatine knew the finer details of GRS 45293482039202, and decades later he had learned and used Naressa’s slicer program from it, but never did he ever dreamed it went further and deeper than that; a secret Republic project not even the Sith Order was ever aware of, therefore obviously it had to be Naressa Rapier’s brain child. In a rare event no one would never believe, the hidden Sith had to look for more answers in the last place any information gatherer would bother to look: the Secured Continuum Archives of the Supreme Chancellor of the Galactic Republic.
Project Korriban: Palpatine could not help to smile, reading the full name every Sithian name as sub-projects, knowing he was right the first time about this being Naressa’s first child. According the Supreme Chancellor’s own words at the time, there was growing feeling among politicians, military, and the now-defunct Republic Intelligence that the Vhinphyc were showing a strong desire to attack the Republic and a weakening of force against the Vhinech population. There were fears then that the Vhinphyc had an intelligence gathering system in place deep in the Republic government, but at that time they did not know it was the Vhinech the Vhinphyc trained. Acts of aggression by the Vhinphyc increased against ships not even close to entering their territory, which showed signs of a deepening frustration that was festering in the ranks of the ancient society.  A genuine fear grew that Republic systems within the flight range of Vhanba, and that meant Coruscant specifically, could face a sudden military strike by the Vhinphyc. The notes showed that Chancellor Fha'la caved in to Rapier, Dod, and Bog harder than a hour sober spice addict offered a pinch of orange-red; and that explained why so many Senators turned such a blind eye to the very bill Bendian had drafted himself that gave him all of its benefits. They were breaking so many laws, tearing up so many treaties, and breaking so many promises in order to create weapons and formulate strategies for a preemptive strike against the Vhinphyc.
A much older report in Fha’la’s notes bore the names General A.D. Sura and General E. Sura’brio, which rung a bell in Palpatine’s head but he could not remember the name right away. These consultants who wrote the report, on loan from the Jedi Order it turns out, showed they had participated in a galactic security meeting almost a hundred years ago to lay out the reasons to fight and not fight the Vhinphyc; a report Bendian had largely used to justify his point to get his amendment passed, and a report Fha’la accepted as his excuse to go along with it. He knew then who they were, but for kicks he looked up the list of attendants to that meeting a hundred years ago, and there they were: Anka Dee Sura’brio, and her son Enothchild Sarch Sura’brio. There were still images taken of them after the meeting in the Archives, and Palpatine recognized the twelve-year old, fat looking child with amber eyes and short horns growing from his big head straight away.
The rest of the notes from that ancient era were beyond surprising and fascinating and Sidious had to wonder if Juna knew any of this about Sarch. But for now Palpatine kept his attention affixed on the Project Korriban era, and he had a feeling Juna was unaware of what her parents had done. It was more than just knowing Hidu Bog; they worked together on Project Wettlespear. Alas, Fah’la’s notes were incomplete when he looked past the Sithian names of Project Korriban. There was, to Sidious’ happy delight, no Jedi involvement beyond the ancient Sura-Sarch report. Eventually Bog, and Lott Dod and Nute Gunray and Rune Haako, had a great deal of explanation owed to their Sith Master on why they had failed to mention this major event in their collective pasts.
Palpatine had to set such an action aside and think about the present. He stood up from his chair, ending his act of reminiscing. He was going to leave until he noticed something in the lower bowl of the Senate; a Senator was trying to get his attention with waving arms and hands. The male entity looked vaguely familiar….
“I need this pod unlocked,” said Palpatine to one of his subordinates. Usually he had such control over the pods from his dais, but he was far from that. The subordinate unlocked the Naboo pod and the when the systems came on the comm system chimed. Palpatine keyed the comm on and said, “Yes, Senator…”
“Harmbles, Chancellor Palpatine,” said the Ungarain, who’s u-shaped head swayed on a small neck. “Senator Harb Harmbles of Ungara, sir, Second Chair of the Special Republic Senate Committee on Naboo Reconstruction Oversight. I felt compelled to give you a verbal notice of my return. How are you doing, sir? I am afraid I cannot tell the health of Humans.”
“I am fine, Senator Harmbles,” said Palpatine, trying hard not to frown. When Harmbles mentioned he was a part of Bly Coaxial’s committee it remembered the Ungarain. Everyone on Coaxial’s committee were Stupids, and had such low polling numbers four out of the five members of the panel had stopped showing up to vote, they even had gone home. “It has been a while.”
“Too long, Chancellor, too long,” said Harmbles.

“Forgive me asking, but…why are you here?” It was the best way Palpatine could put it because this was confusing him. As he asked his eyes tracked upward: there was another member of Coaxial’s committee just arriving in her booth: Lotus Illenr of Sagebay; last she had attended a roll call vote in the Senate was last year!

“Well,” began Harmbles, stumbling badly with his Basic for the first time, “I…eh….have some unfinished business to attend to tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Palpatine looked back down at Harmbles. “Committee business so close to the election recess?”

“I’m afraid so, Chancellor,” said Harmbles.

Palpatine queried, “So Senator Coaxial is putting together a report?”
Harmbles was at a loss, and said truthfully with something in his voice that was odd to Palpatine, “I really don’t know what we are doing, Chancellor. If I hear anything in advance….I will let you know.”

“Very well,” said Palpatine. “Signing off.” Harmbles nodded and the communication ceased. He was too curious about what was going on with Coaxial as he looked around the Senate. He stopped as he found someone else eyeballing Harmbles and Illenr with the same look of curiosity on his face: Onidas Grim.

“Interesting,” mused Palpatine, gaining some pleasure out of this new development. Apparently Coaxial never bothered to tell his good friend Grim about this. “Interesting indeed.”

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

CHAPTER 20.1

The chamber Senator Coaxial had been using for over the past four years for his oversight committee looked the same as it had years ago when it began and weeks ago after he had left it. Senator Grim had never been in it, so to him it was the first time he’s seen it. It was as plain as one would expect, which superior lighting fighting a losing battle against the dark marble floor, walls, and ceiling. There was something stirring in the air, but it was not caused by the air recyclers or the new assistances running around organizing the chamber. It was a weighted question that made the suffocating ask why they could not breathe.
Coaxial was not hard to find; he was sitting in his leadership seat that was positioned a foot higher than the four seats surrounding him on a curved dais, two on each side. He had his order ball cupped in both his hands, staring at it intently. He bore a much colder, paler, and thinner complexion than Grim remembered from just four days ago when they last got together to eyeball and talk to women at a bar that straddled the border of taste and trash. Since Coaxial decided to take a woman home, Grim had to wonder what else the Senator from Chandiss Prime had picked up.
“Feeling okay?” asked Grim. The question got Coaxial to jump. “You okay, Bly?”
“Onidas, hey,” said Bly, standing up and stepping down from the panel. “What brings you down here?”

“I would ask the same thing, but you don’t look very good,” said Onidas. “Have you seen yourself lately?”

“I’m fine,” said Bly. His friend did not believe him. “Seriously, I haven’t felt better.” He wiped his brow. “So, come to tell me there’s business in the Senate?”

Onidas smiled a little and shook his head. “No one’s that crazy; not even the ones who don’t face an election cycle. They want to get to tomorrow afternoon with their jobs intact.” He cast a gaze around and wondered, “What’s the occasion, you closing out?”
Bly took a moment to respond and just gestured, “Well…I can’t really say right now to be honest with you.”

Onidas was sorry his cameraman was not allowed in the chamber due to rules because he wished he could record this. Bly was telling him the truth, and that scared him. He put his hands on his hips and said, “So you’re going to have business here before the end of term tomorrow? I’m asking because I saw Senator Harmbles and Senator Illenr in their booths just now.”

“That makes five all here,” said Bly a bit excitedly, as if to step around the inquiry. “Senator Mix and Senator Yaggle I saw earlier today in their offices in the Rotunda.”
Puzzled further, Onidas said, “You sound as if you didn’t call them back.”

“I did, but that was six and eight months ago, respectively,” chimed Bly. “So they’re a little slow in responding.” He forced his arms to cross and he nervously smiled. “Look, are you itching for an interrogator’s position because I can’t give you one, but if I were Xim the Despot I would hire you.”
The old joke about asking too many questions that featured the one time ancient non-Sithian plunderer of both Republic and Hutt worlds fell flat. “Tell me you’re closing out the committee.”
“What?”

“Tell me you’re not going to grandstand one last time here.”

Bly shook his head, knowing he couldn’t tell Onidas the truth. The truth was tomorrow was going to happen: what was going to happen even he didn’t know yet. “I…I’m not going to grandstand, Onidas. We just have some unfinished business to take care of. That’s all.”

Onidas was frustrated; something was wrong, and Bly wouldn’t tell him, or couldn’t. Something told him as much in mind; that worldly feeling that things were not as they looked. He quietly pointed out some things with a finger from his right hand counting the fingers of his left hand. “I checked some things before I got here. You’re neck and neck with Jobson in the surveys; Harmbles is twenty points down; Illenr, Mix, and Yaggle are finished. Harmbles needs all the extra time he had to get to where he is now, so with the other three this isn’t going to help him. This doesn’t make sense to me why five entities would do this, let alone five senators.”
“Maybe….we’re getting together for final report,” offered Bly weakly. “It’s our duty, you know. Perhaps I would like to have some dignity left if I don’t win, show the record I completed everything I have done.” He was tired of the stress already, tired of the inquisition, and said loud enough for others to hear, “Or maybe I will have the satisfaction of sticking something in that idiot Palpatine’s eye, did you ever think about that. After all I did for him. It’s the least I can do for that piece of shit.”

Bly knew better, and Grim hissed a warning. Some people in the chamber had looked and others kept working; more than likely the Senate staff was going to spread what Bly had said the moment they could get their hands on a text type or their lips could reach an available ear. A dangerous proposition for any member of the Senate to go ripping the Supreme Chancellor of the Republic so publicly; it was one thing to do it as Onidas did it on his Grim Show, and in private with Palpatine, but it was another thing entirely when the things reserved for private conversation was spoken within the earshot of bureaucratic loudmouths. Sometimes that’s how it worked in ‘The Game’; what insults were said in private were considered more insulting than those in public, all because public displays of hate and alienation were routinely considered an act, not anything  really meant. There were exceptions to that, but they were much fewer than anyone realized.
“Do not go out like this,” warned Onidas. “Don’t use this committee in an attempt to embarrass anyone. You’ll regret it.”
Just as Bly was about to tell Onidas another anti-worry, Chancellor Palpatine entered the chamber with his entourage. Onidas tracked the man’s eyes, and then turned back to him and said quietly, “Talk with me later.” He turned and said in passing, “Chancellor.”

“Senator,” was Palpatine’s only response to the departing Onidas Grim. The two did not even share a stare or a flare of nostrils. The entourage glared for their boss, but Grim paid no heed to hirelings who wiped buttocks for a living with their lips.

“Senator Coaxial,” mused Palpatine in a friendly smile. “I just received word your committee is coming together for a monitored hearing scheduled tomorrow.” He raised his eyebrows. “Before the vote on election recess? I assume this is for your closing report.”
The news from the Chancellor was news to Bly. He figured quickly that Coy Madex had to be putting together his agenda for tomorrow. A monitored hearing was a hearing that was transmitted to the outside universe; a closing report from what had become an insignificant committee was not necessarily worth that kind of extra exposure.
“You could say that, Chancellor,” said Bly with a strangled smile, reserved for those who were being strangled. It fit: as Onidas pointed out earlier about him not looking well, Bly looked as if he were being strangled. “Just some unfinished business to take care of.”

“Umm, yes,” remarked Palpatine rather dryly. He motioned for the entourage to stay back as he drew Bly towards him and they walked together. “I heard the same thing from Senator Harmbles. And Illenr. And Mix and Yaggle.” The Nubian smiled and chuckled and asked, “What did you all do, hire the same speech writer?”

Bly wanted to deck Palpatine so bad, and so hard, it became his motivation to restrain his response. “We just want to put things in their proper place, sir. We have that duty to you.”

“No, Bly, you have that duty to the Republic,” corrected Palpatine. He gave Bly a curious glare and said, “I don’t know what it is you are doing……but I am not going to stop you. Your committee is the last one on the roster with unfinished business, so we’ll give you the full live feed of the Senate on this one.”

Bly turned a much paler shade. A monitored hearing was on a specific channel with little audience or notice; a monitored hearing on the Senate’s main transceiver feed, reserved primarily to show main Senate chamber debates and votes, could reach billions and billions of Republic citizens, and if picked up by the HoloNet and other outlets it was pass one hundred billion very fast. Bly did not know if this was Coy Madex’s intentions in the beginning. He did suspect from Palpatine that the feed was not charity; it was at the very least an attempt by the Chancellor to get any information he could from him that he was not revealing. Palpatine wanted some assurance that this was not a ploy or some ridiculous prank Bly and his committee was going to pull because they were on their way out of office. The other, and to Bly only the more personal reason, was either way Palpatine was going to humiliate him one last time.
Smiling with resolve, Bly said, “As you wish, Chancellor. Thank you.” Palpatine’s face fell just a bit. When it did, an unexpected shiver coursed up Bly’s back. He shook it off and said, “Now if you excuse me, Chancellor, I’m a little under the weather and a lot busy.”

“Of course,” said Palpatine with a little nod of dismissal. He turned and the entourage proceeded to leave.

Slipping pass Palpatine was a Nikto male in bureaucratic red, holding a white express pad: a read-only data pad used strictly in government forums, and here in the Senate. He was Kadas'sa'niktos, a green Niktos sub-type, from the woods of his home world of Kintan. He said, “Senator Bly Coaxial, I am Jive Kring. I bring you a private message along with this data pad.”

“Very well,” said Bly, drawing the courier over to the far side of the chamber. When they were well enough alone he went to speak but the Nikto cut him off.

“Coy Madex sends his best,” said Jive Kring quietly and seriously. He presented the express pad to Bly. “No sooner or later than high noon tomorrow, you will have memorized this prepared speech for you and you alone will give it in the presence of your committee before the public. Share it with no one.”

“Wait a minute,” hissed Bly. “Why does Madex want me to go public with this right away?”

“Because he knows the Chancellor will expand the broadcast.”

Bly chuckled and said, “Great guess! The Chancellor just told me he was giving me the Senate feed.” Jive Kring smiled at that; Nikto smiles were not necessarily friendly looking ones. Sarcastically Bly said, “Oh, right, how stupid of me, it isn’t Madex giving his speech it’s me giving his speech when I don’t know what’s on it.”

“You will once you read it and memorize it,” said Kring. “Feel free to take notes, and if you need to improvise because by tomorrow the memory timer on the pad will expire and the speech will be lost. The important thing, Senator, is that you remember and drive home the key points of that speech tomorrow at noon.”
“But wait,” said Bly, stopping Kring from leaving. “The Senate votes on adjournment at noon.”

Kring craned his head and mused a truth, “Since when has the Senate ever done anything as scheduled?”

“They don’t, but on adjournments they are always on time,” stressed Bly. “Palpatine can’t afford a delay in that, they’ll kill him!”

Again, Kring only smiled and said, “Do not worry: the Senate will not be voting for adjournment tomorrow, not as scheduled, and after your speech tomorrow at noon time sharp, they never will in the near future.”

“What makes you-?”
Kring only said loudly, “You are quite welcome, Senator. It is my duty and honor to serve this great and significant institution. I hope you win reelection. Good luck.” He turned and left with clear haste.
Bly stared at the Nikto and shook his head. He looked at the data pad and noted it required his authorization to access. Hesitantly he put in the date of his birthday and sighed when accessed was granted; Coy Madex and his crew knew his personal identification number. He skimmed through the speech quickly with a tracing finger, discovering it was very short, and to the point, and….

Bly choked on his tongue. He exhaled, “I can’t read this! Who the hell does he think he’s kidding!” Mouth drying, and realizing he was in position to refuse and knew of no way to get in touch with Madex to call in insane, Bly left the chamber and went to hide in his office.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 20.2

Jive Kring turned many corner in the Senate Rotunda before he reached his destination, a fresher station held clothes for him. He removed his bureaucratic garb and threw it away, and left looking like a native scholar of Coruscant. He did not travel far on foot as a speeder with a fellow Nikto of same color arrived, Novee Cet at the controls.
“Well,” asked Cet.

“They’re all here,” said Kring, jumping in the passenger seat. Cet drove off and sped for their new meeting point. “And I gave our mouthpiece his words.”

“I didn’t think this was going to work,” said Cet. “That Mix guy wailed my lobes blue.”
Kring chuckled and said, “I’ve learned from years of studying politicians, Novee, is that they are children with candies in their hands. Take them away, they’ll cry, but they will do anything you say in order to get the candies back.”

Cet gripped the steering control a few times and said, “Why is it so wrong, then?”

“No one likes to abuse children, Novee,” chagrinned Kring.
“You know what I mean,” said Cet. “We’re blackmailing government officials to do our dirty work.”

“Government officials who ripped everyone off and broke the laws they passed with impunity,” said Kring sternly. “They raped, they pillaged, they plundered the system. They participated in their own selfish misdeeds, and they feed murderers. I feel no sympathy for them”

“I feel sympathy for us,” said Cet mournfully. Kring agreed soberly by saying nothing at all. The drive took them not far from the Senate at all: Poet’s Center. Surrounded by the great statues of many of the Republic’s celebrated bards and thinkers, the two Nikto climbed out of the speeder, where they had abandoned it never to use again. They were certain the owner of the vehicle, the real owner of the vehicle, would like to have the speeder back in one piece.
The two Nikto walked on through Poet’s Center’s shopping area and were suddenly joined by two Klatooians; an odd arrangement since both species hailed from the same sector and really did not like one another. But Kring said, “Avengus, Ol, what’s happening?”
“The usual,” noted Avengus Ilikra, the older of the two Klatooians. “Only using what’s his name’s credits to payoff a Justice, a few Republic Guards, and if I have time later a Jedi Knight.” That caused them all to laugh. “You?”

“Delivering Coy’s message to what’s his face,” mused Kring. “The guy is going to keel over from a stroke, though. Coy is really pressing hard all the sudden.”

“Yeah, so is Beja Tu,” said Ilikra. “Corellians are tense, he’s ready to kill someone. Yar Meek said Beja was a little too convincing.”
“Can’t say I blame him,” said Kring. “Coaxial funded murder.”

The younger Klatoonian, Ol Berdit, said, “Allegedly, you can’t prove his intent with the Wheat Front.”

“No,” said Kring with a nod. “But that’s not the point.” He looked on ahead and noted the restaurant called Slippy’s. “We’re here. Whatever you do, don’t say ‘allegedly’ around Beja Tu.”

The group entered the quiet, greasy establishment and eyed Coy Madex, the Givin Posh Piv, and the Humans Beja Tu Ramore and Jrimmer Dugal sitting in a big corner booth. Coy stood up and said, “Brothers! Come!”

“A little too dramatic don’t you think?” joked Kring.

“Hell no: I want a flashy neon sign,” said Madex, instructing the others to sit down. He looked at Kring and said, “See the Chancellor?”

Kring smiled and said, “I passed him, but about that: the Chancellor gave what’s his face the Senate feed before I gave him the data pad.”
“No shit!” Madex let his head down and mouth open in disbelief. The others at the table gave similar responses save for Ramore. Madex took note of that and remarked, “Come on, Beja, talk about scoring the goal instead of assisting in it. Aren’t you happy?”

“Thrilled,” said Ramore. “Has it ever occurred to you this clown might win reelection because of this?”

Madex shook his head and said, “No worries: Coaxial’s going to prison once we’re finished with him next month. I’ve made arrangements just in case.” He craned his head at Ramore. “I promised you none of these fools would escape justice, and I’m keeping my word.”
“So that terrorist Garn on Breslin, how’s he doing?” asked Avengus Ilikra curiously. “The one that gave us that Noss Phetter name?”
“Him? I’m not sure,” said Madex as he took a plate from a droid waitress; he was the only one eating. “I mean the spice mines of Kessel do have a health center, right?” He bit into a schnop wedge and spoke with his mouth full. “I promised him medical aide and a safe place to hide from Rapier’s wrath in exchange for telling me everything he knew. What’s safer than a prison run by secretive slave overlords funded by the Republic? Sounds like protective custody to me.”

No one objected to what Coy Madex had done; it wasn’t because his logic made sense to them, or no sense at all. The Bothan took another bite of food and said, “Okay, to other business. As much as I like to watch drama unfold tomorrow we have our own drama to handle. We’re all going to that place we talked about? You know, that place after this place but before the one afterwards?”
The table took a moment to think. And then they nodded together in unison. All except Ramore, but he knew what was being talked about.

Madex ate another bite and continued. “Yars Meek is already priming the place. Bait arrives there at the locations early evening; we need to be there just before that, but no earlier than that or Rapier will know. If all goes well, bing bang boom, we have ourselves a huge victory and we won’t have to do this anymore.”
“If we fail,” mused Ilikra.

“Don’t you mean defeat, Avengus,” said Madex. “I mean, fail and defeat are totally different meanings based off the word lose. You know I don’t like to lose, and I rather lose than be defeated or fail. Fail means Rapier doesn’t come, or something gets screwed up.”

“Like Breslin,” moaned Ramore. The others frowned curiously at that response.

“No, no, no, not like Breslin, geez, Beja, you’re a sour note,” chuckled Madex, flashing him a warning through his eyes. Ramore did nothing but take it. “Anyways, defeat would be us not getting Rapier after the trap is sprung and everything goes right for it to work, but we have no Sith in our possession afterwards.”
Madex ate another bite and finished, “Losing means we all die, so I like to think positively and say I want a win.” He swallowed and gestured towards them all. “Get something bad for you; it could be your last meal for at least one of you.”
The others did not quite like that attitude, but slowly they came around to the idea and got the attention of the waitress. Jrimmer Dugal added, “If the bait is delivered.”

“Oh no, Jrimmer, why did you just spit in my food,” barked Coy Madex. “You don’t think she’ll get the job done.”

“I’m going by that hiccup from a few days ago,” offered Dugal.

“That’s all it was, a hiccup,” assured Madex with a raised hand. “I explained it to her, and told her she had to keep doing what I told her to do because, very soon, she won’t have problems any longer. I know her, and I know the Sith will not pass over such an opportunity like this. She knows it to: she’ll deliver the bait, and deliver the bait on time.”
