CHAPTER 15.0
“Ny and Neelay MacCab,” said Lieutenant Loeb of the Corellian Security Force supervising the latest crime scene Branch and Casper was sent to via the information Hidu Bog was still supplying them. Unlike Desderanda X, the Corellians had wasted no time with anything. They closed off the crime scene, an apartment home well within the city limits of the system capitol of Coronet, and they brought the two Special Investigators as soon as the two landed, surprised to be back on Corellia no less than a week after they had bought a ship from there. The idea of a Wettlespear murdering happening ‘behind them’ really rubbed Branch raw, but neither he or Casper had enough time to complain as the effective CorSec officer lead them with no tour of Corellia or Coronet right to where they needed to be.
Lieutenant Loeb continued his explanation as the three stepped into the apartment house. “They were found dead five hours ago by Ny’s buddy picking up for morning work at the CNS. Coroner puts time of death about twelve hours ago; seven when his buddy found him.”
“Twelve hours from right now?” asked Branch in clarification. He needed to talk not because of the fact the killer had killed again because he had not said a word while going over the Aabracans’ recorded memories. Casper had insisted to keep looking, but the process was hurting their eyes and ruining their resolve.

“Oh, ah, no sir, I’m sorry,” said Loeb in correction. “That was twenty-eight hours ago that he died. I’ve been awake on this ever since the coroner did that odd test and had odd results and sent the results to Coruscant. Plus, I just got done with a mess on Commenor involving Trans Corellia; one of their ships crashed into a space port, killing dozens….yikes, now this mystery. I’m pretty much a zombie right now, running on empty.”

“The midi-chlorian test?” asked Casper.
“Isn’t that why you’re here, Jedi Knightshade,” said Loeb. “We’re without Knight Halycon again.”
“Yes,” corrected Casper quickly. The test results were intercepted by Bog’s men at the Justice Department; usually midi-chlorian tests of any kind went right to the Jedi Temple because it was a good bet such a thing was going to be a Jedi matter in the long run. Bog’s men would not have sent word to the duo if their analysis of the midi-chlorian cells did not show evidence of Wettlespear use. “Yes, of course, but I wanted to be certain it was no other tests. The bodies have been moved?”

“Yeah once our scanners didn’t detect a gas leak or anything.” Loeb showed him to the bedroom. “The bodies were found here. The couple was in their night clothes. Not one sign of forced entry, their pass keys were in his clothes, and the doors were sealed from the inside. We even went so far as to check the security system, to see if anyone sliced the system and set up a program that locks the doors behind them? Nothing.”
“I would like to look at the system, Lieutenant,” said Casper. “I’m sure CorSec went through it but I want to take a look to make sure nothing was missed. I specialize in computer programming and systems.”

“Multi-tool, eh?” joked Loeb. “Have at it; we have the system pulled apart downstairs. Other than the unknown cause of death, we can’t make heads or tails of it. As far as we can tell no one else was in here, nothing was taken as far as we can tell, and-.”

“Sir, I have something!” yelled one of the few crime techs still processing the scene. He emerged deep from a closet, his handy pick holders in possession of a long, blonde hair. “Hair and follicle, looks Human.”

“Test it,” said Loeb. As the man processed it on site, the CorSec officer turned and said, “The couple was gray haired, old. Well, maybe we called on you prematurely.”

Branch looked at Casper, trying to convey that what was happening was now all wrong. Very easily without their own tests on the body Bog’s men could have easily mistaken the death of Ny MacCab as something they should look into. Casper, on the other hand, kept calm. He said, “I don’t think so, Lieutenant.”
“Got it,” said the crime tech, after having placed the hair in his handheld device and ran a scan. “Human female, white skinned, approximately thirty-eight years of age.”

“She’s not in the database?” The crime tech shook his head and Loeb said, “We put the DNA of every misdemeanor crime on up on a database for quick identification.”

“The Trade Federation has the same thing,” remarked Branch. “Only that DNA is collected at birth and can be accessed at any time.”

“Oh joy for innocent rights,” remarked Loeb sarcastically. “I bet it makes framing people for crimes easier.”

As usually, Branch was not going to find a fan on Corellia. There were plenty of Corellians that were upset with the government for not helping Naboo against the Trade Federation and during this election cycle there was going to be a huge turnover because of it; rumors of Trade Federation influence infiltrating the government for the past two decades were not unfounded. And Corellia was a super power with it’s free roaming people, its starship manufacturing, and military supremacy; they had an ego for good reason and they could back it up.
Branch Lur sucked in an angry breath and exhaled a good question. “This is a rented establishment?”
“Yeah,” said Loeb, half expecting a piss match from what he assumed from Branch was a coward.
“When then did they begin living here?”

“A week ago.” Loeb then sighed deeply and grabbed the crime tech that did the test on the hair. “Find me the landlord. I want to know if a blonde, middle age woman lived here previously and I want her name.”

Casper said to Branch, “Let’s look at that computer. Thank you Lieutenant; let us know of anything else.”

“I will, but Jedi,” began Loeb, “I might be tired, but you’re acting like you’ve seen this before. Have you?”

Weighing his answer, Casper said against Branch’s stare, “We have recently. It’s not conclusive yet. It’s an under wraps investigation until the Order deems it otherwise.”

“I understand, I’ll keep it on the low,” said Loeb with a small salute and a nod.
The duo went downstairs and in no time found the interior security computer system in the back store room next to the living room. It was on and ready for access; to their collective dismay the two found it had no video subsystem inside or outside. Casper went ahead and opened the central program and started to do a line by line read of the main program.

It took only five minutes for Branch to exclaim, “We’re not going to waste our time on this, we know what had happened here.”

“There’s that slight chance, Branch, this guy might, just might, have made a mistake,” said Casper as he made his strained eyes scour every line of simple code. All he needed was another five minutes. “Maybe he’s smart enough to enter this place and put in a line of code to lock stuff up.”

“They would have found his DNA or hand prints by now. Despite their rudeness, this is CorSec,” reminded Branch.

“It’s a rental, meaning whatever they get in genetics or prints are not going to be very reliable until they catch the killer,” reminded Casper. “Where that hair was found, it belongs to the previous renter of this place.”

“But that would mean IF they don’t find relevant evidence pointing to our man. He knows the capabilities of the weapon; he could have fired it from outside!” Branch threw his hands up when Casper kept his blue eyes glued on the blue screen. Frustrated again he looked around the place, trying hard not to trip over crime techs or other debris lying on the ground.

After five minutes had past Casper pulled himself from the computer. Branch saw him shake his head. The Neimoidian stayed seated to rest his weary body as the Jedi walked outside.
Crossing the street, Casper found a spot where he thought the killer may have stood when he fired the death ray at his latest victim. As he stood there, gauging the apartment house, another thought had found its way into his head. Even as he figured the killer had done it out in the front or in the house, he kept thinking he was picking up a pattern. He reminded himself sternly that normally a case like this, a serial case only in name, an investigator has the pattern fall in their lap by the third or forth murder; if they’re really lucky, by the second because it was as identical – or close to it -- as the first; if the previous deaths are known, then the pattern could be created. This was awkward for Casper; tracking the killer from the very beginning, where the only commonality is the weapon of choice. The missing items from the first killing meant nothing until they found out what they exactly were; somehow this murder did not fit the first one at all, except matter of death. Something told him not to bother to look for anything in the place; it bothered him to no end that he couldn’t explain why.
After a while, as Casper drew his hood up for the sake of shade, Branch stepped out of the front door and went to the Jedi quickly. He said, “You were right. There was a couple who lived here up until a week ago for a good long time, some fifteen years; a married couple named Lassiter and Miara Adsol. She has blonde hair is in her late thirties, and they moved to another part of the planet.”
In Casper’s consciousness there was a ping; he called it a ping, in reference to the older SONAR sensory detection technique used by ocean going vessels and even starships in certain interstellar mediums. It was has if he sent his thoughts out as a whole, and then they returned after bouncing off something important.

“Casper?” Branch eyed him in concern. “Casper, are you alright?”

Blinking, Casper said, “I’m fine. The Adsol’s live where now?” Branch gave him a deeper, questioning look. “Judging how you came outside, I presumed you had that information.”
“They moved into their dream home in Serdia, Corellia’s mass transit capitol on the major continent, just to the south of us.” Branch looked at Casper again oddly because the Jedi frowned again. “What? Do you know something?”
“No…I…” Casper took a moment to look around. They were not being watched; he was just flustered. “There’s something about all of this that just lines up, but I can’t see it.”

The Neimoidian rubbed the back of his neck. He said, “The killer just killed his second group of old citizenry. That’s a pattern.”
“Yeah, I guess,” bemoaned Casper, stroking his beard. “There’s more to this one.” His eyes tracked back towards the house; the parcel depository box had the name ‘ADSOL’ still on it. “Those people never got a chance to change the name on the house.”

Branch licked his rubbery lip folds and said, “Do we dare encroach on the Adsol’s time? I had talked to the lieutenant again and he said the grandchildren of the MacCabs were hours away from coming to inspect the property?”

“Let’s go back to our ship. CorSec has our comm frequencies and message accounts, right? They’re going to send us their updated reports.” When Branch nodded, Casper nodded in acknowledgment and both set out to get past the crime scene barriers and hail a ride back to the major Coronet Space Port.
Both Casper’s and Branch’s hard linked devices to their ship indicated incoming information. Branch had his out already and read the small screen. He said, “From Desderanda X: Aabracans relations indicate they remembered the missing items as being service citations.”

“Service citations, that cannot be right,” said Casper with a frown. “The planet has no military, and neither was in any Republic service, or their home world’s law force, and their only child was three.”

Branch shook his head and put the device away. “Damn it! How can anyone be so wrong about that?”

Before Branch realized it Casper was walking back to the rental. Luck would have it, the Jedi caught Lieutenant Loeb exiting the premises. “Lieutenant, a quick question: was Ny MacCab in the military, or in CorSec?”

“No on CorSec: if he was an Old C ten times as many CorSec personnel would be here right now. We would be treating this like it was a Hutt hit.” Loeb took a peek at his data pad. “Let’s see….yes sir, Republic Navy, retired as a lieutenant, what do know…..three service medals.”

“Are they here?”

“Yeah, they were secured with property. Is there something to that?”

A little despondent, Casper said, “A hunch, but now I don’t think it’s anything.” His eyes fell back on the parcel depository box with the ‘ADSOL’ name still on it. Curiously, he asked, “Has anyone looked in that?”
Loeb looked at the box, frowned, and then looked at his data pad. The exhausted CorSec officer took longer than normal to read the information, and then yelled, “PERRY! GET YOUR STUFF OVER HERE! NO ONE’S LOOKED INSIDE THIS THING!”

“YOU SURE?”

“NO, I JUST LOVE TO YELL STUFF THAT MAKES NO SENSE OUT OF MY MOUTH! GET YOUR BUTT IN GEAR!” Loeb gave Casper a pat on the shoulder. “I can’t believe it, without you-.”

“Only a hunch, nothing more,” suggested Casper. The crime tech Perry put on his sealed gloves and opened the box from the outside. His helmet light shined downward into it. Even in the advanced age to technology and delivery, most Republic citizens still used parcel delivery; there was certain reliability to it, even though it was less secure than an encrypted digital message. Often they combined the two mediums of plastic seal and data card.
“Oh, look at this,” said a slightly happy Perry. He reached in and pulled out a frantic stack of old fashion postage parcels with the MacCabs names on the surface. “The delivery bundle seal was cut.”

“That means someone looked at the mail!” Loeb found some energy and gave Casper’s shoulder a punch. “The son of a bitch, he looked at the mail! Thanks a ton, Master Jedi!”

“Yep, the bundle seal is lying on the bottom of the box,” noted Perry. He carefully took it out and eyeballed the yellow and black transparent film. “And….this guy wore no gloves. Thumb print” he brought up a magnifier and spied the area in question. “right there, full pattern.”
“Process everything here rectally if you have to, Perry, I want this bastard,” said an excited Loeb. That had not come out right but no one was correcting him. He blew a big sigh of relief and said to Casper, “If this guy’s in our system, we’ll have him by the end of the shift.”
“I do hope so, Lieutenant,” said Casper. “Will you keep us informed? I and my colleague have some business to finish up here and then we are off.”

“Absolutely! And hey, if this guy pops up on your radar don’t hesitate to call us we’ll come running to assist even a Jedi.”

“Thank you,” said Casper. But he lingered seconds longer than needed, looking at the box, wondering about the name ‘ADSOL’. Something about that name kept making him think, and the type of thoughts he had indicated that this particular crime itself was not yet solved.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 15.1

Between Corellia and Commenor Systems, the old ship which McBain used drifted aimlessly in the void. He had made several attempts to contact his superior, but his equipment was unreliable, and the man he was attempting to contact had various limitations of his own; one of those limitations was his availability to get away; McBain knew he was a busy man. McBain needed guidance after what had happened on Corellia.
“Work, damn you, work,” muttered the brawny Human. His impatience had lead him to check the ancient transceiver wire work and he had accidentally snapped several lines in the process. Good with his hands he fixed it the best he could, but there appeared to be energy intermittences. “I hate this thing, I really do!”

Alone, McBain found himself reading the Wettlespear documents once again to pass the time. He hated it, the Wettlespear, and he hated the hyperspace transceiver, he hated hyperspace, he hated outer space, he hated the ship, he just hated everything! He hated Corellia just as he hated Menaddera and Desderanda X. According to the Blue Seed, his next stop was far away, a place called Ord Mantell; he knew he was going to eventually hate that place too. He did not want to go. He did not want to do what he was doing anymore.
The transceiver equipment engaged and a voice said, “McBain? McBain, I can’t see you are you there?”

“I’m here,” said McBain. “My equipment is failing.”

“Can it be fixed?”

“I could fix it if I knew where I could get such old parts.”

“The planet Tatooine, in the Outer Rim, would have parts for your ship.”

McBain looked at his star chart and groaned very loudly. “It’s off course to my next destination. It will take me weeks!”
“You have weeks, McBain. You must do this, or you go on broadcast silence the rest of your voyage.”

“Yes, about that.” McBain swallowed repeatedly. He could not quite say what he wanted to say for quite a while. He finally got out, “I….screwed up.” There was more silence from the other end. He continued to speak, his tone void of emotion now. “I went to a home on the list, and I discovered it was not the same people. I discovered the error after…it was done.”

There was a great long pause, longer than the time delayed allowed for. McBain thought the connection was severed until his mysterious superior said, “Where is your next stop?”

“A place called Ord Mantell,” said McBain. “Listen, I-.”

“Ord Mantell will have your parts. Go there, get your parts, fix the ship, and do what must be done. And McBain; do not contact me again until you see me. Do you understand? Do not contact me again until you see me.”

There was no chance in arguing. McBain lost his resolve and just muttered, “Yes, I understand. Do not contact you until I see you.”

The static that dominated the channel told the isolated man the transmission was terminated. McBain lumbered as much as he could in his tiny ship, obviously accepting the fact he had no alternative before him. His actions were going to be perceived as wrongs. But he had no choice and very little fuel and hope left. Ord Mantell was perfect as it was imperfect, for it was far away from the crimes he had committed, and he had all the time in the world before he committed his next atrocity.
McBain threw himself in lone pilot seat and began making hand calculations for hyperspace again. Looking out, a Corellian Sidewinder XL emerged from hyperspace, having come from the Corellian System. McBain sucked in a breath, his heart pounding hard in his chest as he started to realize this was the end. His toy of a vessel had no weapons and no military defensive shielding. His duty of death was going to end sooner than he had expected. He welcomed it with closed eyes and silent prayers.
The Corellian Sidewinder XL – Branch and Casper’s vessel -- made a sharp turn and proceeded at sublight speed for Commenor. They weren’t really heading to Commenor, but they had exhausted their leads on Corellia and wanted to have a full broadcast field in order to receive transmissions faster. And they totally saw no need to recognize the piece of garbage floating harmlessly behind them now.

From the piece of garbage’s cockpit, McBain kept his breath held and watched the vessel slowly become a glowing dot, joining the rest of the silent cosmos.

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

CHAPTER 15.2

The return to real space turned out to be a bad idea to Branch when a hail signal with Hidu Bog’s digital signature appeared on the hyperspace channels. He stood up and headed towards the back to Casper’s quarters. He knocked on the door first and waited; he knew the Jedi was meditating, but he did not want to leave his friend out of the knowledge loop at any time.

The door opened and Branch said, “Forgive me, but Bog is calling me.”

Casper nodded and said, “That’s all right, Branch. Thank you for telling me, but you could have waited to tell me.”

“I felt obligated to tell you now,” said Branch sincerely. “I do not feel right if in any way I leave you in the dark.”

The Jedi Knight crossed his arms in front of his chest and said, “Is it because you feel I don’t trust you?”

Branch found his head slowly nodding in approval. Unfortunately such feelings were an old, repetitive habit of his since he had left Neimoidia. He had to keep proving himself to non-Neimoidians and the last few years ramped up the difficulty. “That CorSec officer was just the latest of a long line of ‘law fellows’ that have discouraged me. I do try to ignore it, but lately it has begun to disturb me.”
“We haven’t discussed things between us,” said Casper with regret. “That is more my fault than it is yours. You’ve spent that last five years being the receiver of ire for the Trade Federation by people and your law fellow peers when it was not your fault. It forces you to always prove you can be trusted.”
The Jedi Knight placed his hand on Branch’s right shoulder and said, “I trust you, Branch, or I would not have come with you.”
Branch stood up taller, feeling some relief again; the same feeling he had when Casper had agreed to come with him. “I will not disturb you again unless it is warranted.”
“I trust your judgment,” assured Casper. “Do you want me to listen in?”

Branch thought for a few seconds and then said, “This time, at least, but next time I will not bother you with what will be a trivial situation.”
Casper stepped out, sans his robe and his boots, and Branch paused for a moment. He had never seen the Jedi’s prosthetics; his pants were rolled up, covering the point where the Saberhide and the natural flesh met. The solid black artificial appendages, smooth, dull, and yet shaped perfectly for a bipedal mammal and too perfectly to be artificial with ankles, toes, and toe nails. There was nothing revealing about them, no mechanical bracing or other aspects of the limbs that betrayed technology, no android-cybernetic-like materials like wires or gears typically visible on the outside of such components; the limbs themselves made no sound, not from within and not when Casper’s foot falls landed on the metal deck. Branch had seen some Humans on the track and field at U of C in sport attire that revealed their legs and if Casper’s articulations were actually skin colored there was no telling the difference to the Neimoidian.
Branch’s orange eyes watched the black feet stop. Quickly, he lifted his eyes up and saw Casper looking at him. He found himself in that position he had escaped only a minute ago. “I am sorry. I do not mean to look.”
Casper did not hesitate. “It’s alright, Branch. If I didn’t want anyone to know or look, then I should have put my boots on.” He waved his hand at him. “Come on, Bog is waiting.”
“Right,” said Branch. It was difficult for him, even spending so many years outside of the sphere of Neimoidia, to believe entities with missing limbs were allowed to live. There was no question they could function with or without the assistance; in fact the Trade Federation did manufacture more elaborate articulations for multi-limbed species. Neimoidians, on the other hand, were a vain race in principal; they would rather die than become cybernetic themselves. Branch, on the other hand, did not know anymore in regards to himself.

In the lounge area where Branch was received the holographic transmission, he turned to Casper and said, “Stay back in the corridor out of line of sight. I am certain Bog’s equipment is top of the line.”

The Jedi Knight nodded and slunk back. Branch waited for him to vanish before engaging the holotransmission equipment. A life size holo of Bog appeared before him; he was dressed impeccably as ever. “Ah, Doul’ba’set, it is good to see you. I was worried that the expensive purchase on Corellia and your lack of response to this current call was because you were mugged.”

Bog looked Branch up and down. “You were mugged.” He chuckled, “At least you could have bought yourself a wardrobe to go with your new vessel.”

“I bought the vessel because, as you have just admitted to me by monitoring my spending habits with your account,” started Branch, “you are tracking me; spying on me as if you do not trust me.”
Bog put his hands up in defense. “I was only making certain the user of the weapon had not killed you as you tracked him. The best way to be certain is to keep track of you.” He put his hands down. “I am sorry, it is regrettable my actions and forthcoming did not convince you to trust me so.”
“The ship will be yours when I am finished,” said Branch. “And I hope to be finished soon.”

Bog looked impressed and said, “Really? Are you close?”

“You have seen the reports sent by your men in Justice; the more deaths this killer makes, the clearer the trail he leaves.” Branch had to make an arms wide gesture. “Unfortunately this last death on Corellia will put these murders in the public square for all to see. Eventually, the Jedi Order will intervene.”

“They nearly did on that backwater world,” noted Bog. “I have some say with certain Corellians; they can have this suppressed for a short period of time. Unless our foe kills again soon, the delay will work to your advantage.”
“Only a little, for that is all I have to go on,” said Branch truthfully. Nothing they had honestly told them nothing of the killer’s next attack, the when or where. “He is proving to be very professional and elusive. He knew what he was getting with the weapon, and he is putting it to good, and mysterious, use. Hidu, if you know more about these entities he is killing I need to know now.”

Bog looked insulted and said heatedly, “I know nothing about these useless S’uglin, Branch. They are not Trade Federation assets, nor are they on our hot lists.”
Branch moved his jaws about and said, “I had to ask, Hidu: these killings are erratically random. He is hopping planet to planet, murdering different species. I have not found a motive, a reason why.”
Bog sighed and said, “Why does anything in this galaxy need a reason to kill. This is a creature that has evolved a far reaching killing mandible. Treat him as the animal that he is and you will find him.”

“I wish it was that simple,” said Branch. “He has made a mistake on Corellia-.”

Bog said, “There you go-.”

“But it means nothing,” said Branch firmly. “It means absolute nothing to me as I try to catch up with him. It is going to have to take more victims, however the more there are the more the Republic will be awakened to these events.”
Bog sighed and said, “I chose you because you are good, Branch, at what you do. If you are telling me this, I might as well go to Gunray and tell him everything I have done!”

“One more crime scene and you will have no alternative,” said Branch firmly. “I am doing my best.”

“Try harder than that, for all our sakes, and yours,” said Bog threateningly, shutting off the transmission at his end with a violent hand snap.

Branch turned towards the corridor as Casper walked out in the open. Casper said, “Sounds as if no one knows I’m with you.”

“I hope to keep it that way,” said Branch with certainty, “Bog will shut off our monetary sources if he knew a Jedi was on board this ship. For kicks, he may have someone in the Trade Federation navy come looking for us to blast us to bits!” He blew out the rest of the hot air that had filled his gullet. “I do not mean to yell.”
Casper just shrugged his shoulder. “Bog’s sounding desperate. He was overconfident in your abilities.”

“I do believe you Humans call it ‘ass in a slingshot’,” mused Branch, but his amusement seemingly failed to grow from the statement. It was not that he got the saying wrong, because he did get it wrong; he was glad Casper did not correct him.

“He’s afraid, certainly,” said Casper.

“Ah, no question, for Gunray would have offspring of his own if this fully locked on Bog. Gunray, on the other hand, would not want this out in the open either. Trust me, Casper, if Gunray searched for the Wettlespear it would not be elusive and quiet.” Branch shook his head as he tried to find the proper analogy. “Gunray’s search practices for this would be to meteor annihilations as the Naboo invasion was to micrometeorite damage.”
Casper nodded and said, “Something will break, it always does. We’re probably closer than we think.”
“I only hope to find this perpetrator before he kills again, Casper, that is all,” said Branch. “These people are not S’uglin.”

“S’uglin?”

“It is of the poor language of Neimoidia,” said Branch with a head shake. “It is a disgusting, racists term that is not worth your time to learn.”

“The poor language?”

Branch snickered a little and said, “Yes, the Neimoidians’ native tongue. Long, long ago, we learned as the Bothans did that in this galaxy, to gain wealth, you must speak Basic. There are exceptions to that rule, but fundamentally foreign words on foreign worlds do not move the common goods of the Republic. The Trade Federation as a whole took it a step further and made Basic the official language of the government; I learned my language until I went to learning centers; from then on it was Basic and only Basic spoken, written, and heard. It is all about success, those Basic words were. Along with the words, we also learned the intellect that spoke them. Hence, our more offensive words stayed in our native language, such as S’uglin. And yes, the poor language describes the class of individuals that use it, and its lack of what the galaxy describes as acceptable tolerance.”
Casper nodded in understanding and admitted, “I never knew that about your people, you didn’t mention it before.”

“Because out of pride, we don’t want you to think we are so bad,” said Branch, who then winked because of the irony of the statement. Casper smiled in understanding. “If you ever want to insult a Neimoidian, speak our language not just our insults.”

In thought, Casper asked, “He called you Doul’ba’set? Sounds like an endearment.”

Branch stood up a little taller, cleared his throat, and insisted, “It is not! It truly is not something you should say. Coming from Bog himself, I find that word worse than S’uglin. Do not repeat that word again!”

“I’m sorry,” said Casper.

The Neimoidian stepped away and found a seat at the near table with the evidence of everything spread out before them. Branch did not watch Casper leave, regretting his decision to yell at the man. Under the circumstances, Hidu Bog’s words had put a sandy grit in is gears, and had made Branch extremely raw. He would apologize later, but he would not explain to his Jedi counterpart why he had become so upset.

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

CHAPTER 15.3

No sooner had Hidu Bog shut down the transmission in his office in the consulate building on Coruscant to Branch Lur he was being hailed by Nute Gunray from the resort city-planet Cato Neimoidia. Bog could not believe his luck, and he believed in such Corellian superstitions when others in the Trade Federation frowned upon it. He had a good idea what the transition was going to be about, and so he sent a spy message to Cus Tadlan to listen in on via simulcast. Bog turned the holographic transceiver on and made certain Gunray appeared life size and not at the bloated up size that only showed his oversized big head.
“Arbiter Bog, it is fortunate that I can speak to you again,” said the Viceroy of the Trade Federation. “It appear you are too busy, or too frightened, to speak to me on Neimoidia.”
“Viceroy Gunray, a privilege,” said Bog in equal greeting – equal greeting. “As you know, it is never wise to appear as if you are siding with the guilty as they face trail. You assume my fear: I am only being prudent for my own benefit.”

“You are not out of practice with tact, I see,” mused Gunray.
“I speak for myself, Viceroy; I am not a Sith mouthpiece,” mocked Bog.

Gunray’s eyes narrowed. “You would do well not to anger Lord Sidious, Arbiter. I may say he is no longer our ally, but I assure you as a mouthpiece I can speak to him on what others have to say.” He looked at the Arbiter of Inventories with a thoughtful gesture. “I call you not out of courtesy. My sources have told me you are busying yourself with a Neimoidian traitor.”
Bog noticeably grimaced and did his best to cover it up. “Lies! Who is this source you speak? Not that Sith you were just gushing about.”

Gunray said, “No, but thank your sacks that I did not gleam this information from Lord Sidious. He would demand to know why such secretive activities were being conducted without his approval.”
With that opening, Bog said, “Since when does the Viceroy of the Trade Federation obey an S’uglin?”

Hissing, Gunray snapped, “Do not say that! He will know!”

“Is he in your room, Gunray,” said Bog, dropping pretenses of respect, “telling you what to say, how to act.” He inhaled sharply and said, “Do you dance for him, slave girl, when he flashes you a credit coin.”

Gunray became very incensed. “You are very dangerously close to a lethal line, Bog! Lord Sidious will remember those who have properly paid their respects to him. Our organization benefits from his suggestions through me, and me alone.”
“Then at your coming trials he will make a great character witness,” mocked Bog.

“Scoff all you will desire, Bog. I warn you right now: If I find out you have aligned yourself with this Branch Lur,” and Gunray noted Bog’s down face upon the name spoken, “and your immediate execution will dwarf my trail in presentation.” He finally added, “Pray, Bog, that the Sith do not get to you first.”

As Bog watched the transmission feed dwindle, Cus Tadlan broke in from the intercom. “We are doomed! Gunray knows!”
“Shut up for a minute, Cus, I am trying to think,” barked Bog. Gunray did have a point; he did go over the line by insulting the Sith. He was just as afraid of Sidious as Gunray was. But Gunray had bugged him with his call, which was a little too timely.
“But he knows, Hidu, he knows and he will save himself by telling the Sith, I know it!”

Tadlan could not see the look Bog was giving the speaker. The accusatory stare from Bog was slowly writing out a writ of execution. He baited his underling by saying, “Since when did you change your name to Rune Haako?”

The silence from Tadlan was both welcome and telling to Bog. Quietly Bog shook his head and accepted the truth. “Cus, Lur has some time left. When he gets the Wettlespear Gunrays’ suspicions will be replaced by his own worries and my worry-free intellect. Do not fear, my friend, Lur is purposely eluding me, but he won’t for long. I will only give him a little more time. When that time is up, that ship he bought with my money will become his crypt.”
He shut off the intercom and sat back in his chair. Bog said privately to himself, “But I will have you killed first, Cus, you betraying double-crosser. At least I can trust Branch to betray me, but I guess it was just a matter of time for you. I do believe I know of someone that would be perfect for the job.” He powered up the long range transceiver again to make the appropriate arrangements for Tadlan, and if he must Branch Lur as well.
