CHAPTER 38.0
“What do you mean it’s over!” cried the freshly promoted Captain Mandi Cisca to the holographic live image of Sector Commandant Pacer. She barely held her parade stance. “Ten CorSec officers dead alone, Sir! Ten!”
“I understand you are upset, Captain Cisca,” began the CorSec bureaucrat that had never walked a beat, never chased a fugitive, never investigated a crime, and never was in a fire fight. “But this comes from the top. High up from the top!”
“Who, Bel Iblis!” gritted Cisca. “Who exactly made this call?”

“The call came from upstairs, Captain, I follow the orders just as you are going to do,” insisted Pacer.

“Can I least know what is going to happen from here on out, Commandant?” Cisca crossed her arms, and tightly. She often told herself not to get too overly emotional; it was tough enough being in CorSec while having a uterus; doubling enforcing stereotypes was not going to help her here or for the rest of her career.
“Ord Mantell is being passed on to the Jedi Order.”

There was nothing after that. Cisca squeezed herself until her ribs hurt. “And Cus Tadlan?”

Commandant Pacer looked at her and said, “According to the Trade Federation Consulate, Cus Tadlan had never left the premises. Your Neimoidian there is wrong.”

“Wrong? Wrong!” Cisca pointed to an unseen spot; it did not matter what she was exactly pointing at, she just needed to be animated to make a point; so much for her not being stereotypical in response. “Sir, this is not one of us ‘randomly’ picking an alien out of a lineup, this is a race-on-race confirmation. These droids-Sir, these droids possessed Investigator Lur’s personal information in their memory banks!”
“Of course they would have his information, Captain, he is a defector of their region after all,” said Pacer. “But that’s beside the point: those sentry droids could have been sent by anyone.”

“Commandant!”

“They could have been sent by anyone, Captain!”

“By someone with Branch Lur’s private information on it!?!”

“The Trade Feds are not above selling their own people’s information to someone. It’s possible that this killer found out who was chasing him, bought the information, bought the droids from some arms dealer-.”

“Sir, with all due respect,” interrupted Cisca, “that likelihood would be as common as plain Wookiees speaking Basic. Lur identified Tadlan; Tadlan identified himself as Tadlan! He screamed it, literally screamed it, upon entering the stake out zone!”

“Good, then you have this all on video?” asked the Commandant.

Cisca bit her lip. Hard. “No, this was a surround and pound operation. We didn’t anticipate Cus Tadlan was going to march in, and then send his sentry droids in afterwards to kill us. Our suspect, McBain, just capitalized on the situation. But he won’t-.”
“Captain,” interrupted Pacer, “we are in the middle of a Trade Fed pissing match, obviously. Let the Neimoidians kill each other, we have better things to do with our time and manpower.”

“Like finding the killer of over twenty-five hundred people? All for it!”

“Ord Mantell is not our concern, Captain!”

“So, that’s it?”

“What exactly is this ‘it’ you are referring to? Tread lightly here, Captain Cisca.”

Cisca shook her head but just said, “You are ordering me to write off ten of our people and twenty-five hundred plus civilians. Never-.”

“Captain!”

“-in my wildest…” Cisca shut up. If she was not careful it would not be her freshly-promoted reign as captain that would come to an end.
“Captain, that is quite enough!” Pacer glared at her with a harden seriousness found in many pencil pushers that remembered their hard times in grade school: it was their time to punish the bullies. “We’re out! I don’t like it, your objection is noted for the record, but Captain Cisca the orders come from the very top, way above us. That is all I can say, and this is what I am ordering you to do: pull yourself and your men off Ord Mantell immediately. Do I make myself clear?”
“Crystal, Sir!” Cisca waited for the transmission beam to terminate and the holo of Pacer to fade away before she threw a punch at the image. She left her Corellian Corvette to find Branch Lur and the Jedi Joke only a block away from her landed position. By the time she reached the Neimoidian was she emotionally a few settings down from nuke.
“We’re out,” decried Cisca to Branch, who was talking with a few CorSec officers at the moment. The men’s stand at attention ended the moment the word ‘out’ escaped her lips. She couldn’t blame them, so no reprimand was coming. “Commandant Pacer says it comes from high up. We’re completely out.” She looked at the officers and gave them the thumb to get back to the ship.

“I am not surprised,” said Branch, not waiting to be alone to speak to the Human. “Hidu Bog has friends on Corellia, he told me that himself. Those sentry droids were Bog’s idea.”
“It isn’t just that,” said Cisca. “We’re off McBain and the people he killed. Completely off.”

Branch just grimaced. “He is moving to make this yesterday’s news; odd given matters on Coruscant involving him. He took a huge risk here, but unfortunately there appears to be no connection to him, and no one else wants there to be one.”

Cisca shook her head and said, “Well I’m ordered off the chase, but I’m not forgetting this. None of us will: Cus Tadlan is a dead man if I ever see him again.”

“I doubt anyone ever will see him again, Captain,” said Branch contemplatively. He just had this feeling that success or failure, Cus Tadlan was facing ‘forced retirement’. Bog was in a real tight situation on Coruscant, and the less Neimoidians he had to worry about the better off he was politically. Senator Coaxial’s threat appeared to be too creditable, and Tadlan was cowardly wise enough to take any deal given to him to avoid prison once offered it.
Problem was for Bog was Branch Lur was still alive, had a ship, had his money, and was not under any orders to stop looking for McBain. And McBain was still alive, and still had that weapon that could ruin Bog if Branch found it. In the future he would have to be careful, but in the immediate future Branch was safe to hunt.
Captain Cisca blew out a sigh and said, “I’m out, but you’re not. Tell me you’re still going after this bastage.”

“I am,” assured Branch sternly.

“You remember what we were talking about the other night?” Cisca pulled out a data card and gave it to Branch. “The beacon information: everything you need to catch up with this guy.”

“I remember the frequency, yes.” Branch tapped the data card. “Thank you.”

“Don’t.” Cisca tapped the card. “We screwed up big time on the installation. We put it on the engine bell, right? Well stupid us we thought that antique’s plasma flush lines were power lines we could tap into. In order for the tracking beacon to broadcast, McBain’s got to land the ship after a considerable sublight jaunt. The excess plasma gets expelled just prior to landing, and the heavy ions will power it up and broadcast it for an hour or more.”
“If he lands after a long sublight jaunt, that is,” said Branch crestfallen.

“Now it isn’t all bad,” added Cisca. “We fixed the ship tight, but in the next few days he’s going to have a plasma back flush problem that will flood the engine compartment with hard radiation.” She put her finger to her nose and gave it a flick. “In our error we are given a gift. Not only will that back flush power the beacon, it will force him to land until his magnesium filters collect the ions and cool the ship. That will-.”

“Take many days,” finished Branch.

“His hyperdrive’s so old he won’t get too far away; it takes him at least a week to cover what your ship does in a day. He’s so nailed he doesn’t know it yet.”
“Genius.”

“We Corellians pretend to be half the time,” said Cisca. “Sometimes, we even amaze ourselves.”

Branch pocketed the data card and said, “Thank you, this means so much.”

“Don’t thank me. Just do me a solid, Branch: nail this sucker. Just get him, dead or alive, but get him.” She pointed at him and added, “And just because I’m off this case doesn’t mean my team can’t render assistance. Comm number is on that data card. Anytime, Branch, give us a call: we’ll come running.”

“I will not hesitate to do so,” assured Branch.

“Be smart, don’t be a hero or a Neimoidian.” Cisca gave him a wink, and then held out her hand. “Good luck.”

Branch did the best he could to take her hand and they shook. He watched her go on her way, and a part of him wanted to take credit for shaping her life somehow before Ord Mantell. But he would gladly take credit after this day, no question about it.

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

CHAPTER 38.1

“What do you mean you lost her?”
Noss Phetter was once again glad he was on Kessel, looking at the holoimage of Darth Tyranus. He could not stand the Dark Jedi’s arrogance from a distance any more than he could if he was in the same room, but with light years between them it prevented the Sith’s Hand from decking the man. He didn’t care if Tyranus was his Lord; Darth Sidious was his Master, and the only man he would give honest respect to.

As instructed by Sidious, Phetter paid the spice mines of Kessel a visit. He found the talkative Breslin Garn there, armless still and really upset that the Bothan had betrayed him. Phetter listened to his grievous and listened to every little nugget the Garn could give him in exchange for his freedom from pain and misery. What he learned from the Garn was the Bothan’s name, but after that it amounted to nothing useful. 

Phetter did carry out his promise. He had the warden send the Garn on a trip through the mines on an isolated trail. As instructed the guards kicked the Garn off the tram forty miles deep from the mining station with no light, no night vision, and no survival suit; forty-five minutes later, the Garn was relieved of his pain and misery, and he was free at least from the toil of spice slavery.
“Just as I said, my Lord,” said Phetter evenly, wishing that perhaps one day he could take Tyranus to the very same Kessel mine and drop him off too. “By now the Millennium Falcon should had arrived on Dulstania, but the ship hasn’t even arrived at Malastare as it was supposed to do. None of our assets in the galaxy have reported seeing our lady in red either.”
“Then she must have seen through your trap,” said Tyranus, assigning blame in typical Sith fashion.

This time, however, Phetter was not going to accept it. “We were careful, my Lord. I think Fauna Scarlet was diverted from her intended rounds.”
“Oh you were careful: that is nice, Phetter, that you were so careful. I am sure Lord Sidious will feel so assured by your confidence.” Tyranus frowned after expressing his sarcasm. “Explain, then, the lack of her existence anywhere?”
“Perhaps she bought it,” said Phetter off hand. “Some of the trade lanes she was taking are filled with pirates we don’t control directly or by proxy. Scarlet disappeared about the same time Rapier did after that Coaxial speech. Maybe she packed her resources in and fled.”

“I seriously doubt it,” said Tyranus.
“You are telling me that it isn’t coincidental enough for you?” dared Phetter.

Tyranus glared at him and said, “That assumes if you, Phetter, actually believe Coaxial’s coached accusations of Rapier being our leader. That Rapier herself actually accepts the premise!” He shook his head. “There is a reason you are not a Sith Lord, Phetter, you don’t believe in the truth!”
Phetter shook his head and said, “What I meant to say she’s using Coaxial’s bluff. She realizes she can’t fight us if she has to answer Coaxial, so she just conceded one battlefield in order to engage us on another one. Something drove her to sell Rapier Tech before that speech, my Lord.”

“Her reasons will be revealed in due course,” said Tyranus with certainty. “The galaxy will not take her silence lightly.”

“Assuming she cares what the galaxy thinks,” offered Phetter out of turn.
“She cares what the Jedi Order thinks, Phetter,” stated Tyranus adamantly. “I know the Council: they are slaves to the mood of the Senate. She could give up her business, her politics, and her property, but her relationship to the Jedi is more sacred than anything else she has. If the Order pursues her, she will be forced to choose a war between us or them.”
“Then what is Master Sidious’ wish, then?” Phetter was just curious then, because with Rapier out and about killing her was now very easy.

Tyranus figuratively read his mind and conceded calmly, “I honestly do not know.” He found himself too at a loss and corrected it. “But when the time comes, Lord Sidious will tell us what to do. For now, you need to find and destroy that woman!”
“Yes, my Lord,” said Phetter with a customary bow. As Tyranus’ image flickered away, he noted, “But not for your sake.” The Sith’s Hand knew full well that if Fauna Scarlet was not located, or destroyed as planned, Darth Sidious was not going to exterminate his apprentice, he was going to eliminate the people below them; yet another reason why Phetter wanted to be Sidious’ apprentice.

An hour later Phetter had his team in a holomeeting. He told them about the last transmission and said, “It is now imperative that we find our target sooner rather than later. Master Sidious had given us two weeks, but we don’t have that time any longer. So, I am willing to stay at Dulstania for a few more days to see if our prey resumes following our breadcrumbs. Afterwards we’re just going to have to back trace.”

“That’s assuming she hasn’t figured out the trap yet,” said Doria. “We did screw up on Fandanko.”
“We are cutting it fine,” said Yig. “Last I checked over ninety percent of our Sherwoods are now pulled. A thin line to Dulstania is becoming a bit more obvious. Thahada Arnes is a trained commando, after all; a guerilla warrior as well as a honed killer.”
“Master Sidious wants those Sherwoods pulled, Yig, no exceptions,” reminded Phetter. “Eventually we will have to pull what’s left out; it’s just a question exactly when. She’s got five days on us already: do we wait five more? I don’t think so, not anymore.”

“Two days,” said Avenez. The others in the group slowly nodded in agreement. “Two days tops, Noss, and then call it.”

“After that what then?” questioned Yig. “We pull the Sherwoods, but what lies ahead? Maybe go after the Wettlespear?”

“I haven’t gotten a clue from Lord Tyranus or Master Sidious,” admitted Phetter. “The feeling is the Jedi are going to be all over that. Maybe if the guy they’re tracking is still loose in a couple of weeks, maybe we get the green light to find him.”

“I heard from Raines today,” said Avenez. “Said the Corellians pulled out of Ord Mantell. Word is they’re not even going to track down the source of those sentry droids unleashed on them.”

Phetter shook his head and said, “Bog’s gone so far rogue I don’t know why Master Sidious does not order his termination.”
“Coaxial’s ploy?” offered Doria.

“So what?” said Phetter. “Someone slags Bog or his pal Tadlan and only Coaxial is going to stink about it. Although it would give Coaxial unneeded momentum to continue his Sith hunt.” He rubbed his chin in thought and said aloud, “Master Sidious does not have a plan in place to deal with it.”

“You mean Master Sidious did not plan this!?!” said the stunned Avenez. The other two Sith’s Hands in the holofield shuffled her feet. “What the hell, Noss, when were you going to reveal that!”

“Do you truly believe Master Sidious tells us everything, Avenez!” Phetter shook his head and frowned; sometimes that was just a fact of life while being a henchmen to greatness. But the fact was Phetter did know Sidious’ plans; to the others that did not know, Coaxial’s speech felt like a Sith ploy. 
Phetter lied, “I knew as much as the next person about Coaxial. Master Sidious was going to recess the Senate as far as I knew. Plans changed, just like with the Sherwood. Its just, to me, it seemed out of the blue. When I learn more, I might tell you. For now, let’s just keep our heads on our own game for the next…what, two days? Two days, Coruscant Local Time. After forty-eight hours we pack it up.”
The transmission ending, Phetter shook his head and said, “And if she doesn’t come we’ll all pay for it.”

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

CHAPTER 38.2

“Now there is a familiar face,” mused Philosopher’s Guild Master Killen Dirk. He had happened to look over towards the entrance of the Guild to see the approaching form of an old friend. The smile was returned. “Master Dooku, a pleasure.”
Count Dooku’s voice boomed tremendously throughout the debating chamber of the ancient guild. “Please, Killen, its Tidonten, or Count if you prefer, but not master. I am not a member of the Order any longer.”

“Old habits die the hardest,” said Dirk. He smiled, but his Hutt-like features just made it look terrible. His grimace did no wonders either for his looks.

“Some day,” began Dooku as he looked around the place to ignore Dirk’s ugly look, “I must come back here and participate in the debates, old friend.”

“You are always welcome to,” said Dirk. “Just because you became Lost Number Twenty does not mean we Jedi have to hold a grudge against you. But if you’re not here to debate, why are you here?”
“Walk with me, Killen.”

“Oh sure, easy for you to say.”

The taller Human and the hover chair-bound Human drifted away from the main floor to one of the more quieter locations. Dooku was never going to be comfortable talking to Mace Windu or Plo Koon or even Yoda, so to carry out Darth Sidious’ wishes the Philosopher’s Guild was going to be as close to the Jedi Temple he could get and ask questions without drawing suspicion. Besides that, many Jedi in the Guild hardly wanted to talk to any of the Jedi currently in the Temple so the conversation could be kept to some confidence.
“I have been hearing about some strange things lately in my travels,” began the smooth talking Dooku. To his amusement, Dirk had not sensed his ‘change in allegiance’ in the Force. “Peculiar things.”
“Like?” wondered Dirk.

“This strange business with that Senator Coaxial,” offered Dooku cryptically. “I have some…shall we say invested interests worried.”

“Ah, a business call,” mused Dirk. “Surely you have read the media docs, Tidonten. I think Lady Angelleia had certainly proved her ‘dark worth’ by tanking the markets.” He laughed at the joke and shook his head. “To be honest with you, there has not been much talk from the Temple about it.”
“Really?” Dooku stroked his short beard. “That’s rather curious.”

Dirk shook his flabby head. “You know how that works. If the likely Master candidates for Council vacancies are not in the know about something, then it is a very delicate matter.”

Dooku knew that all too well. In his latter years of his Jedi career, even has he had called into question the practices of his religion and creating all sorts of controversy, Dooku was in a small fraternity of Jedi Masters that would be considered for the Jedi Council if one of its members became too serious ill to properly govern, or became One with the Force; they called themselves the Luminous. The specially selected Luminous Masters were kept up to date in most areas of Order-related business, and often were chosen to either act as special intermediaries between the Jedi Council and the Senate, or chosen to be special agents for critical missions on behalf of the Supreme Chancellor – Enothchild Sarch was a Luminous when he was chosen to find the Vhinech and relocate them to Sancutary. Dooku had become critical of the practice however because he had felt the Council had kept too many secrets from all the Jedi in the Order; to him, all the information should had been available.
“So you know nothing?” quizzed Dooku.
“Nothing major, no,” said Dirk. “Everyone is busy these days. Some of the regulars here are being asked back to attend to administrative matters. You have been out there; tell me how bad in shape the galaxy is?”
“Very bad, old friend,” assured Dooku; he ought to know, he helped the Sith with most of the damage as of late. “Petty squabbling amongst the major powers is becoming heated. I fear it will escalate if the Senate continues its doctrine of ‘tax now, tax later, tax the wealthy few, and more taxation’. It’s leading to breakdowns in major services, which will always cut out the productive poor first, causing them to become the unproductive poor. They will become criminals the longer it goes on, either as thieves or the buyers of illegal vices. Some will obviously become very violent.”
“Hmmmm, yes,” said Dirk contemplatively.

“What is on your mind now?”

Dirk said, “It might not be anything, but nearly a month ago one of the early retirees left the Guild. I believe he went with a Neimoidian.” He looked as pleased as he could. “And what a Neimoidian: surprisingly brave and very vocally astute. He really made the night back then, had everyone talking about it for weeks. Far better debater and speaker than young Knightshade.” Dooku eyed him curiously. “Casper Knightshade.”

“I heard of him,” said Dooku, thinking back. “He is a member of the Guild?”

“He is supposed to be. Reasons for it I don’t know.” Dirk shrugged his shoulders. “I was ordered by Master Yoda to take him in with no questions, just as he was ordered to retire here. Next to me he is perhaps the youngest member of the Guild, or used to be. I say that because since he had left with that Neimoidian he has not been back here.”
Dooku said carefully, “Why do I feel there is more?”

Dirk looked around them; they had been quite alone for a good long time. “Apparently a few days ago young Knightshade returned from having helped the Neimoidian in finding some illegal weapon. Rumor is the weapon was responsible for what had happened on Ord Mantell, but it is only rumor. But then something just happened and, basically, Jedi Knightshade fled the Temple unauthorized.”
Dooku knew the specifics well, on the other hand, thanks to Cus Tadlan. The Neimoidian had to be Branch Lur, but Tadlan failed to mention Jedi involvement. Perhaps the Jedi Council had been tracking the Wettlespear from the beginning. This was getting very interesting and important to the Sith cause.
“Please, old friend,” began Dooku with a warm smile, “do tell me more.” Oh yes, for honorable Killen Dirk was a formidably talkative fellow.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
CHAPTER 38.3
Alone in his floor in the Trade Federation consulate, Hidu Bog made contact with Cus Tadlan, being careful by using brand new encryption encoding in the transmission to ensure Nute Gunray’s agents in the consulate could not listen in. Given the growing thick political realities, and eventually they were about to get thicker, Bog could not count on Gunray to not sell him out; especially if the Sith ordered it. And no, he knew full damn well Juna Rapier Angelleia was not the leader of the Sith, but Senator Coaxial’s speech opened a big can of ‘get in on the action’ and too many possibilities ripe for exploitation. He could not control any of that, but there were a few things Bog could still control.

“The sentry droids failed to end Branch Lur, Cus,” began Bog right away. “Would you say my displeasure at you at this moment was unwarranted?”

“Yes, Arbiter, it is!” cried Tadlan. “I did my best to sway Lur, but that stubborn snot’xaz would not listen to me.”

“He is a hard Neimoidian to reach, granted,” said Bog with a nod. “Yet, from my Corellian sources I am to understand you caused a disruption in their laid trap for the man that has the Wettlespear. If you desire to enrage Branch Lur, congratulations you had done a wonderful job!”

“But you wanted him off the case!” Tadlan cried again. “It is not my fault he did not heed your warning which I had delivered. You should have used battle droids.”

Bog held his composure, reminding himself that this was only a formality. “Gunray owns the battle droids, Cus! I bought some, but he holds the authenticator drives on them. If I would have used them, and one battle droid is damaged and recovered by CorSec, it gets traced back to Gunray, and then to me. Sentry droids are used by every warlord in and around Ord Mantell. Even with Branch Lur’s tax information in their memory banks, there is nothing else on those droids that tie it back to me.”
“Except me,” said Tadlan offhandedly.

Bog smiled just a bit. “Yes, of course, which is why you must go to the Mott System like I told you to after you initiated the attack.”

“I am nearly there, Arbiter,” said Tadlan. “Five minutes until I reach the system to be exact.”

“Good, good,” said Bog with a head nod. “I have already given the cover story to the Corellians to run with. It is officially only Lur’s word against mine, so naturally I win.”

“Indeed,” agreed Tadlan with hope twinkling in his eyes.

“On the other hand,” began Bog retrospectively, “the cost of favor bargaining and bribery was very high. Ten dead CorSec officers cost a million each now. Add to that the costs of losing so many reliable sentry droids from my reserves and the results and I am out quite a lot.”
Tadlan read Bog carefully and said, “It was not my fault! I did my best to convince Lur, I truly did!”

“I know you did your best,” said Bog. “How you to know, dear Cus, that victory was to be snatched by a man named McBain.” Tadlan did not look the least bit curious. “The man who is using my Wettlespear!”

“I-.”

“He was heading into a CorSec trap, which I had unintentional foiled by sending you and the droids to take out Lur.” Bog held up his hands. “A major miscalculation on my behalf.”

“I…do not understand,” questioned Tadlan.

“The narrow program,” began Bog, “for Lur and CorSec had apparently allowed this McBain to use our very own droids as a means to get to his ship. When he took off, McBain rammed his ship through the infantry lines. That allowed pinned down CorSec officers to save Branch.”
Tadlan said, “It-It was not our faults, Hidu. It was just blind luck for our enemies. That is all it was, blind luck.”

“Perhaps you are right.” Bog looked at his clock on his Rapier desk. “Just luck. Circumstances.”

Tadlan nodded enthusiastically, but then his holoimage deformed badly as he was physically thrown forward and partially out of the transmission field. The klaxons on his ship wailed and the other Neimoidians running the transport began crying out their reports. 

Tadlan looked away from Bog, gasped, and said, “Hidu, one of our Interdictor Cruisers is here and just pulled us out of hyperspace!”

“I know, Cus,” said Hidu grimly. “I had to use the last of my monies in the blank account I used to fund the Ord Mantell operation and Lur investigation to pay off the captain of the cruiser and the captain of the battleship that should be arriving-.” He heard the cry from one of Tadlan’s crew members “now.”
“NO!” begged Tadlan, as someone shouted that droid fighters were being launched. “No, Arbiter, please, spare me! I did nothing wrong! I did NOTHING WRONG!!!”
“And I fully agree with you completely, old friend and former student,” said Bog semi-compassionately. “As I said, it was all my fault. I sent you there to fail. I sent my materials there to fail. My droids to fail. Everything went there to fail. I accept full responsibility for the failure.”

Tadlan again lost his footing; signaling the attack was under way. The shields would not hold out, not with a full compliment of fighters attacking it directly, and not when the ship they came from lining up to finish it off.

“But you see, Cus, the consulate just received a subpoena from Senator Coaxial’s committee for you to testify before it in the coming days.” Bog shook his head. “Unlike myself, I am afraid just pleading the Thirty-Second Amendment to avoid prosecution in the coming matter is not an option for you. Instead, like Lady Angelleia, you too should just disappear.”

“I will! I will, I swear I will!” pleaded Tadlan. The transmission began to cut out. “PLEASE! NO!”

“I know you will disappear, Cus. I am just making sure of it.” Bog gave his long time henchman a nod and just kept watching the chaos occurring to Tadlan and the pleading that continued on until the transmission abruptly ended.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
CHAPTER 38.4

Both the Diamidas and the Perseus entered Coruscant’s outer atmosphere relatively at the same time, but eventually Beja Tu Ramore took the lead with the Diamidas. Enfungo Nul had to do another orbit in order to check on their prisoner in the Perseus’ lower hold. Unlike Ramore, Nul was patient enough with Rose to make sure she was secure in landing.
In time Nul reached the force field-surrounded chamber where the passively chained down detainee sat cooperatively in the middle on the hard surface deck. Contrary to Ramore’s threats, Nul had taken the stun cuffs off the Sith slave and resorted to standard shackling. Rose could stand, sit, lay down even, but she could do little else; the force field was more than enough to hold her.

“We’re arriving on Coruscant and will be in the Jedi Temple in five minutes or so,” said Nul. “For your safety you should remain seated.”

Rubbing her broken nose, Rose muttered, “Perhaps a fall will set my nose back in place. Do hit every air bump you can! The right jolt and correct fall will set it proper!”

“Just no pleasing you,” said Nul. He shrugged his shoulders and turned to leave.

“Did you like my slow bake rolls?”

Nul stopped and told himself to not talk to her. He sighed and relented, turning around quickly and said, “Yes, I did.” He gave it a moment and then said, “They were good.”

“As I said I made them for you all. I do hope I made enough.” Rose looked at him with slight disapproval. “You did leave enough for the others in your group, didn’t you?”

“Of course I d-. Now wait a parsec!” Nul shook his head. “Why the hell am I having this conversation with you?”

“Because you won’t say thank you,” said Rose. “Typical Jedi selfish behavior: do something nice for them, and it’s just the Will of the Force time as far as they are concerned. It was like you meant to eat my rolls just as I was meant to make them and all that nanny foolery.”
Sighing, Nul said, “Thank you for the rolls. I can’t wait to unload you, though.” He just walked out the detention area.

“You will soon enough,” said Rose quietly. She then laid down on her back and calmly put her hands over her chest. Closing her eyes, she said, “And sooner than you think.” She whispered, “I love you, Juna. Farewell.”

As the Perseus broke the heavy fog of the day, it took Nul a full minute to finally get the landing beacon from the Jedi Temple’s docking bay. He put on his transceiver and said, “Tower this is the Perseus on approach.” He received an acknowledgement and slowed his vessel down. He could see the opening, and he lowered the landing gear.

The comm system shrieked with an unfamiliar voice, “HALT, ENFUNGO, HALT, STOP, STOP, STOP!”

At about the same time, through the window of the Perseus, Nul could see Ramore running towards the nose of the ship and desperately waving his arms. Another, Council members Ki Adi Mundi and Mace Windu, were running up beside Ramore and they too begged Nul to stop. A few other Jedi in the docking bay made gestures suggesting they were using the Force to stop the ship; the three previous Jedi Masters quickly followed suit.

The unfamiliar voice became a familiar voice: it was Coy Madex. “SSSSTOPPPPP!” He was uncharacteristically screaming as if he was on fire, his plea chilling the bones that heard it.
Nul disengaged the landing thrusters and set the repulsor controls to hover, but the process that normally took just seconds when the ship was going slow seemed to not work right away. The panic in Madex’s voice and the efforts of the Jedi outside to stop the ship drove Nul to engage reverse thrusters at full power. The ship finally, and violently, halted its forward progress and aggressively pulled out of the docking bay; more than half the ship was inside before it reversed.

Nul quickly stopped thrusters and frantically maneuvered the ship upward as collision warnings flared up from his sensors; he backed right into departing starship traffic. He twisted the ship about, causing several systems to redline and his control panel to spark, and he cleared away finally from Jedi airspace. Nul used the Force to navigate through the last of the dangers of ships confused and scrambling out of his previous way.

Practically out of breath, Nul said, “Coy, what the hell was that all about?”

“Not over the air,” said Madex. “I want you to land where the delegates land.”

After thinking about it, Nul said, “Acknowledged.” He changed his course and proceeded for the private levitating landing platforms that were scattered several miles and around the Senate’s airspace. It was not long until he saw Madex’s ship. He landed the Perseus on the floating structure.
Nul was stopped at the hatch by Madex. “Coy, just what-.”

“Is she alive?” was Madex’s cry. “The prisoner!”

“I checked on her before landing, she’s fine,” said Nul. The Bothan bowled him over with a rushing shove. “COY!”

“Before you landed, shit!” Madex just went out without further explanation. He and Nul did not stop until they reached the hold. The two noted Rose Faith’s very still body, lying peacefully right where she should be, eyes closed, hands on her chest over her heart. She appeared to be too still to be alive. Madex appeared defeated and Nul was struck dumb, unsure what exactly had happened.

And then a very slow, audible sigh escaped her lips, followed by the lowering of her chest. Rose spat out, “Smeck!” She turned her head towards her two wardens and said, “Curse you Jedi and your impeccable timing! Always saving the blanketty blank Force damn blank day, thank you so very much!”
“No welcome ,” cursed Madex, putting a reassuring hand on Nul’s shoulder. “Thank you, Brother! That was close!”
“What was close?” Nul was a little peeved. “I nearly got killed there two minutes ago. What’s going on?”
Madex blew out a relief sigh and said, “Fifteen years ago, Magus Prophet sent a Hutt slave girl from Tatooine to the Temple whose mind was altered by the dark side of the Force. Long story short she keeled over and died. Theories abound, we may have the same situation with this one. Luckily Windu was there to met Beja Tu; he was there back then when the victim died.”

“Cripes,” cursed Nul. “So, what, she entered the Temple and she died?”
“More like a signal, a timer, whatever you want to call it but yeah.” Madex looked over at Rose; she was lying on her stomach, propped up on both elbows like a little school girl. “The Sith did it a lot during the Sith War; they knew back then too that if one of their owned toys entered a field of Force energy opposite of theirs, as the Jedi Temple channels by design and by its occupants, they quietly die. They loved doing that with captured Padawans especially.”

“Well aren’t you the smart one,” teased Rose. “I guess you learned to read the big words not just look at the pretty pop up pictures.”

Enfungo Nul worked some spit back in his dry mouth and said, “So she knew that?” Madex nodded his head. “Therefore she is truly damned. We should ‘release’ her, it’s only proper.”

Rose flubbed her lips and said, “Will you please grow a pair of testicles and say ‘kill’ rather than ‘release’! Please!” She held up her shackled arms as high as they would go as she sat up. “It is no wonder why this time the Jedi Order will lose. You do not possess the necessity to win. You accept your foretold destinies; your deaths are inevitable.”

“That’s enough of that!” barked Coy Madex. Rose only smiled at him. “Yeah, that’s right you crazy Sith toy, smile. You’re not dying like you hope. Would you like to guess what’s going to happen next?”
“You will put me in a coma with your dry banter and your inability to pee standing up?” mocked Rose.
“Oh no, I got the perfect medication for your diarrheic mouth.” Madex urged Nul to go shut off the force field controls from the bridge. As he waited for the field to shut down he continued. “You are now Senator Bly Coaxial’s center ring performer in his three-ring political circus.”

Rose raised her eyebrows and unimpressively said, “So, it is you who is blackmailing that committee into action and not the Sith.”

“That’s rich: ‘not the Sith’,” chided Madex. The force field went down and he proceeded towards her. “As if you and your mistress is not the Sith and you didn’t know it was me.”

Rose said nothing as the Bothan lifted her smaller body off the floor to get her standing up. He undid the central chains and just put the manacles around her wrists together behind her back. She then asked, “What makes you believe I will participate in such a farce?”
“You don’t have to,” said Madex. “Or you can. Honestly it doesn’t matter to me. You will be used as I want you to be used; Coaxial will use you as I tell him how to use you. Say nothing; fight back: no matter what, it gets me light years of advantage over your Dark Hope with the galaxy at large.”
Rose craned her head and said, “You deceive more than you honor. You know more than you let on.”

“So do you.” Madex pulled Rose by her left arm and said, “We’ll get that nose of yours straightened out at the Senate Jailhouse.”

As Madex met Nul at the hatch, Rose said quietly, “She knows exactly who you are.”

Madex turned to her and without fear said, “Excellent. You just confirmed one of my most important theories.” He waited for Nul to grab her other arm and the two Sith Hunters lead her down the ramp.
The platform had a few additions; an armored transport, a standard transport, Beja Tu Ramore, Ki Adi Mundi, and Mace Windu. It was Windu who said first, “What happened to her nose?”

Rose snapped out with a glance towards Ramore, “Your molested child there showed me the wonders of mother earth up close.”
Madex just shook his head and said, “She’s a mouthful and a bag of chips, Mace. We’re taking her to the Senate Jail.”
“Before that,” began Windu, holding up a hand to stop them, “I would like to know what had happened on Zonloki.” He stared at Rose. “And I would like to hear it from you.”

Ramore and Nul looked a tad worried, but felt inside deeply concerned. Madex, on the other hand, was calm in appearance and in thought. He thought what he had done was right even if the outcome was lousy. They were Sith Hunters, after all, and did not have to really worry about what the Jedi Council really thought. But Madex also knew of another reality: Rose Faith’s utter lack of cooperation.

Rose just looked Mace Windu in the eye and said, “I’m a puppet of the Sith, Master Jedi. You will never trust one word I say.”
Windu measured her, and dared asked, “Where is Angelleia Knightshade?”

Rose just smiled and said, “With her mother, the safest place in the galaxy.”

Ramore just shook his head. “Don’t play her game, Master, we’ve asked; she just keeps spinning the wheels.”

“Very well,” said Windu. He looked at her and said, “The Council will have to decide what to do with her.”
Madex shrugged his shoulders and said, “The Council can decide whatever it wants to do with her after I have used her.”

“Excuse me?”

“Excuse me? Maybe you have already forgotten four years ago but I haven’t, Mace.” Madex handed Rose over to Nul. “Enfungo, get her to the Rotunda. Looks like I’m going to have an argument with someone who thinks they have the authority to tell us what to do.”

Nul took Rose by the arm gently and proceeded towards the armored transport. Rose had her attention towards the group that remained, up until she entered the transport and Nul sealed the hatch. He ordered the pilot to the Senate Jailing Facility, and then returned to the bench seat he had shackled Rose to and sat beside her.
Once he looked at her, Nul asked, “Why are you smiling?”

Rose kept it up ever since she heard she was being taken to the Senate. One of her first thoughts was about who exactly was there, in the Supreme Chancellor’s chair. All she did was chagrinned, “It is an exceptionally bright, sunny day, isn’t it?”
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 38.5

The Special Republic Senate Committee on Naboo Reconstruction Oversight had their first short day in a week, adjourning after reading into the permanent record the Theed Election Audit the committee asked Naboo to conduct to verify their evidential findings regarding dead people voting in Nubian elections. Needless to say, Theed was in absolute shock that a simple Republic committee had gotten hold of a copy of Royal Nubian documentation thought lost after the Trade Federation had ransacked and ruined the data bases. Queen Amidala was beside herself; Governor Sio Bibble had no choice but launch his own investigation into it. The Thorn Party, who was linked to Juna Rapier no matter what they did now, who had questioned the validity of the election before the invasion, stayed very silent on the subject.
The group retreated to their inner sanctum; Senator Coaxial lead the way with Senator Harmbles at his side, followed by Senators Illenr, Mix, and Yaggle. Their respected assistants began to follow but Yaggle shooed them away with Mix’s help. Collectively the Avenging Five agreed that no one, not even their own assistants or entourages or their better halves and ‘side bets’ – extra marital lovers – in life were to know anything they privately discussed. It insured no one in the Senate would ever know.
“I have been meaning to bring this up,” began Senator Illenr. “I had a visitor last night: Count Dooku of Serenno.” The others looked uninterested. “He is a former Jedi Master.”
That got their collective attention. Senator Coaxial pushed past the others and said on their behalf, “What happened? Where? What did you talk about?”

Harmbles panicked, “The Jedi had asked one of their own to spy for them!”

“Perhaps using their mind tricks!” squealed Mix.
“For crying out loud!” burst Coaxial to get the others to shut up. “Lotus Illenr is a Sagian; even I know Jedi mind tricks don’t work on her.”

Illenr smiled a fraction, revealing her three teeth. She stroked her long, blonde ears over her head and whistled, “Thank you, Bly, for not jumping to conclusions like the others.”

Coaxial pinched the bridge of his nose and reminded everyone, “I picked you all years ago because you all are immune to Jedi mind tricks! I think you all should pay attention to each other’s respected species and learn a little more about them.”

Letting out his frustration in a sigh, Coaxial pressed, “Now what did Dooku want?”

“He wanted answers,” said Illenr. “Obviously since he could not use his powers he tried to use his more notable magic. He is a wizard with words and tenor; unfortunately his embracement of capitalism and freedom filtered his ability to try and relate to me when he spoke.” She made a hushing noise and mused, “He should seduce the Trade Federation or the Techno Guild with his lovely, pretty words. I told him nothing.”

“But you spoke to him,” said Mix. “He is not stupid, Lotus.”

“I told him nothing, Senator,” she insisted rudely. “Two minutes of idle chatter: I kept walking, and I went home alone.”
“Good enough for me,” said Coaxial. “But Mix’s right: we must keep this in our group as tight as can be. Idle chatter is a no-no: that can give someone wanting information too much information. We keep it in house we will benefit the most from this.”

Which was truer than they could ever realize mere days ago; after the Speech of the Dark Ages, each member of the Avenging Five saw some increase in their polling; four were close to breaking even now with their competition; Harmble’s comeback the most complete, Coaxial’s the least fantastic. Such windfall blinded them from the realities that shackled them into this political maneuver to begin with.
Alas, like all Game-changing momentum, it had to be sustained. Harmbles said, “Speaking of benefiting, I have a sense that our steam is about exhausted. We need more wood for the fire.” The others looked at him slightly confused. “We’re losing steam, Avengers: we need to begin to call witnesses; flesh and blood witnesses.”

“I already sent subpoenas out on Bog, Tadlan, and the rest of the Neimoidians,” said Coaxial. “They’ll feet drag, but they’ll talk.”

“I sure hope we are going to subpoena Rapier eventually,” assed Illenr.

“She’s last,” said Coaxial. “I want one of the underlings to jabber first. Tadlan will crack, I know it. So we need his testimony way before Rapier’s.”

“Evidence is fine and well, Bly,” started Harmbles again. “But it is boring as hell to the public when he can’t challenge witnesses with it. The intrigue is slipping: we need theater now.”

Sighing, Coaxial said, “Agreed.” He walked over to one of the smaller tables where their tiny edibles on it. He grabbed one and ate it. “Question is, who do-GOOD GOD!”

Shrieks and screams followed as the small table from which Coaxial grabbed his snack rose up and took a Humanoid form. The table cloth was pulled away and Coy Madex was now smiling in front of him. He held his arms out with table cloth and mused, “The Aristocrats!”

It was not funny to anyone. Given the violent climate the Avenging Five had created in the Senate there were death threats being made through proxy servants everyday; no one was stupid enough to do it themselves or write it down and send it in a memo; tougher to prove an illegal death threat when it was verbal. Even with the special protections in place, the Senators feared for their lives constantly.
“How the devil did you get in here, Remy!” shouted Mix at Madex. The others eyed Mix strangely….

“I got a key,” said Madex lackadaisically. He put an arm around Coaxial and said to the others, “Great party, guys, you are doing a marvelous job!”
“Who exactly is this Human, Bly?” questioned Yaggle.

“Human?” quizzed Coaxial.

Madex just squeezed Coaxial closer to him. “Oh Bly, don’t be shy.” He held out his hand to Yaggle and said, “Fonz Eh, of Kuat!”

Coaxial looked at the others; they seemed lost, confused, and momentarily dumbstruck as Madex spoke and shook hands with an apprehensive Yaggle. Yaggle took the Human’s hand, and when he did the others looked themselves again as if they had not lost their place in the moment.
“Look, folks, I have to borrow this guy for a second: discuss important business. You don’t mindofcourseyoudon’tmindatall.” Madex pulled Coaxial with him and mused “Sha-wee! And Lotus, I tell you” he smiled and snapped an imaginary blaster bolt at her with his finger “the pink fingernail polish on my suction cups worked on my Rodian hands like magic! I could not keep the males off of me!”
“I am glad it did,” said Lotus, brightening. The others, on the other hand, looked confused and lost again until Madex turned his attention away from them.

When they stepped into the cloak room, Madex gave Coaxial a playful shove, enough to drive his attention away from the door while he closed it. Coaxial recovered and turned around, “What in the-.” He stopped because Coy Madex did not look like a well dressed Bothan merchant as he did when they first met in his office, and now outside, he was dressed like a Jedi Knight.

Paling, Coaxial whispered, “What exactly is going on here? Am I losing my mind”

“No, Bly….I am your father,” said Madex seriously.

“Eh…what?”

Then he chuckled and said, “I’m just messing with you, Bly, geez.” He gave the Human a slap on the shoulder, causing the man to flinch. “Scared you didn’t I?”

Coaxial made non-sensible noises before he managed, “What is going on here?”

“Reality check, Bly, I had to see what my retiring Senators were up to,” said Madex as he played around with the various coats and cloaks in the closet. “I’m curious, though, you guys are working a little too hard on this. Makes me think you’re trying to win reelection.” He held up a sleeve to an orange coat and said, “Tell me you’re not going against me, Bly, please do, you’re such a trip.”
That was why Bly did not regain any color in his face; it was why the others outside did not regain their complexions either. He stuttered, “W-What do you k-kn-know?”

“Let’s see….oh yes: everything.” Madex smiled and winked at Bly. “But I know you’re just stringing the others along to get them to do it, right Bly?”

Bly gagged on his own throat and managed to say, “Y-Yes. Yes of course.”

“Because like I told you and like I told them there is no way you go beyond this last term of yours.” Madex glided from the orange coat to the gray cloak, comparing it to his brown Jedi robe. “That this is not to get you reelected, yes?”

“Y-Yes, I’m stringing them along!” Coaxial tugged at his collar; it was a v-neck shirt, yet it somehow became too tight; it was not Madex’s doing directly.

“Good,” said Madex with a nod. “I’ll remind them that their resignations will be on the Supreme Chancellor’s desk the moment it’s all over. Don’t forget yours now, you hear?”

“C-Certainly,” blubbered Coaxial. “Um, before you continue on….” The Bothan eyed him disapprovingly. “What….what exactly happened outside?” Madex looked confused. “They called you Human, and Remy, and you said you were a Rodian female, and your clothes changed in here, and now you look like a Jedi….are you a Jedi, what exactly-?”

“Bly!” Madex’s shouted got the man to stop. “You’re tom cruising here, and I don’t have the time for that.”
“Tom what?”

“Never mind; doesn’t matter.” Madex put a firm hand on Bly’s right shoulder. “Again, you have been doing a marvelous job. I got Rapier right where I want her, so keep up the good work, okay, good! Second, I want you to call witnesses now.”

“W-We’re beginning that process,” said Coaxial.

“Oh, I know: good job, I knew I could trust you.” Madex gave him a shake. “I want you to make every non-showing witness a spectacle. Have an empty chair there if they don’t show up; ask the chair questions even.”

Coaxial cocked his eyes and sputtered, “That’s pure madness.”

“I know, but it’s going to be brilliant, trust me!” Madex shook him again. “I have a witness that will have no choice but participate in these proceedings. Her name is Rosary ‘Rose’ Faith, special assistant to Juna Rapier Angelleia, she is currently in the Senate Jailhouse sulking her miserable life away.”

Before Coaxial could interrupt, Coaxial slipped a data card in his hand. “Here are some choice questions to ask of her and of those empty chairs you are going to question. Don’t call her to testify until you’ve gone through everyone else.”
“Does that include the witnesses that supplied the affidavits,” asked Coaxial.

“Oh, don’t worry about them: they won’t be testifying.”

“WHAT! COY!”

“They won’t be testifying, just as Tadlan and Gunray and Dod and Bog won’t be testifying either. And trust me, Rapier won’t be testifying either, but go ahead and send that subpoena out.” Madex produced another data card. “Tomorrow, you will submit this little item into the record about the recent kidnapping of Padawan Learner Angelleia Knightshade by the Lady Juna Rapier Angelleia through her minion Rosary Faith. Contained in that data card is the testimonials of several Jedi Knights who were there when they saw Miss Faith causing the death of Padawan Knightshade’s mentor, Healer Master Zesha, and taking the poor, injured child away. After that, have those empty chair witnesses ‘show up’, and after all that rot gut get Miss Faith in front of everyone and grill her like a goober fish.”

Coaxial shook his head to clear it and sputtered, “J-Just a moment: are you saying Rapier’s disappearance has to do with some kidnapping?!?”

“Why yes, Bly, a Sith Master needs an apprentice,” said Madex. “She’s really giving it to the Jedi Order now, taking an innocent child that bares her royal namesake. It’s pretty pathetic that the Jedi Order let that happen, though.”
“B-B-But you are…what….just….” Coaxial just gestured at Madex’s Jedi clothes.

“Oh pull the wool from your eyes.” Madex reached up to his face….

Suddenly Coaxial could not see; something was wrapped around his head, covering his eyes. He grabbed it and pulled it down; it was a wool scarf. When he looked at Madex he gasped; the Bothan was dressed like a common peasant.

Madex said, “Focus here, Bly, focus! Headline this: ‘Accused Sith Threatens to Corrupt Gentle Padawan Learner’! Foolproof” he held up a hand and a finger “if you do exactly as I say.”

Confused, Bly just found the only coherent thought he had in his head and spoke it. “What about the rest of the Senate? We’re being threatened by them?”

“Start naming names,” said Madex with a shoulder shrug. “If you know it’s them, name them, put them on your witness lists, subpoena them, ask them questions about their relationship with the Sith. Are you starting to get the picture here, Bly?” He waved his hands at the Human and he flinched. “And if you don’t know who is threatening you, I would start subpoenaing those who have election nights coming up. Force them to testify on the eve of their respected elections, right in front of the live feed. In fact, throw in a few freshly elected Senators in the mix so you don’t discriminate. You have that power, Bly, use it, abuse it!”
Madex wrapped an arm around Coaxial and lead him towards the sealed door. “Just remember, Bly, this isn’t about you or your pals, this is about sacrificing your careers and lives in order to rid the Republic of the great, Sith threat.” He opened the door and shoved him playfully out. “Now go out there, Sport! Win one for the good guys for once!”
The door closed, but Coaxial turned quickly on it and opened it up. It was only a second, but Coy Madex was gone.

“Bly?” began Harmbles, looking at him oddly. “What are you doing?”

Coaxial just shut his mouth. There was no way he could explain it. Eventually he would get around to the new data cards, but not now; not while he was close to having a nervous breakdown.

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

CHAPTER 38.6
A week had passed since the Speech of the Dark Ages.

Thirty-two elections had occurred.

From the results of the thirty-two elections there were thirty new Senators; twenty-four by pure election, six by appointment.
Out of the thirty winners, twelve would begin their terms immediately.
To the detriment of the Sith, twenty-seven of them did not fit in their plans.

More than half of the elections were once rigged with Sherwood.

The coming week would see one hundred and four elections; the following week, over five hundred.

More than three-quarters of those elections were also once rigged with Sherwood; only ten of those elections still had the old Naressa Rapier program installed.

Not liking the results, and not liking the polls, Darth Sidious decided then and there to take matters into his own Dark hands once again.
