CHAPTER 6.0
Not far away from the Senate, deeply centered in the Chancellor’s District of the central world of the Republic, stood one of the very few buildings that went against the ‘get taller’ construction norms of Coruscant; it went for depth and width over length and symmetry. It, unfortunately so, reflected the institution’s hypocritical view of ever-expanding philosophy and never having enough money, and thus it was a very ugly structure with too many artistic visions attached to one another. In spite of such ignorance, the University of Coruscant was still considered the highest place of all education.
That is if one could afford the credits just to talk to the dean of admissions if one were not one of the chosen privileged. Scholarships only went so far as to show that someone got their name – and their name ONLY – into the institution. A full time college there was no such thing as taking only a few classes a semester at a time. If by some miracle of high finance was achieved for any entity to pay their tuition in full, there were the other expenses that had to be paid for. The campus had no housing; the cheap apartments were found in the uncivilized, unprotected underground levels of the planet. The university used exclusive data pads to prevent any form of cheating: security patches to defeat the latest slicer move around started at a thousand credits every time. Thanks largely to the university, stock analysis recommended data card manufactures as a retirement investment. Every aspect of the experience had a very high price tag, thus having many in the galaxy that fell far short of even applying – application one thousand credits, application fee three thousand credits – to dub the university as ‘U of Course U Cant’.
There were a few exceptions to the polished and poisoned rules: schooling as part of federal service; that meant the Republic as whole picked up a student’s price tag. Of course this loop hole, guaranteed by Senate-passed legislation, allowed a Senator’s short time intern or a lobbyist’s interests to attend the university free of any charge for them; the taxpayer paid the bill. However there were legitimate purposes: Jedi Knights that needed special studies in specific fields was one example, members of the Republic Guard receiving investigation and science training was another.
Shortly after the Senate elections that had followed the Shut Down, producing the largest turnover in the Republic’s history, the new Senate had voted to cut down the size of its combined conventional forces. They moved nearly all the monies to another government sector – University of Coruscant. This caused a significant contraction of the combined Republic military; there were no more ground forces, and the Republic Navy was reduced to ten fleets. The Republic Guard, the military’s reserve division, acted primarily as Coruscant’s policing force before the drawdown, and so when the cuts came they became solely the enforcers of law. They added more investigative divisions in light of the ever increasing work load on the Jedi Order, which required more training, and required experienced teachers. With many older members of the Republic Guard given their discharges, the University of Coruscant searched hard for any member and former members of law enforcement to teach the new Guard. It was a difficult search, and therefore the pay packages had to be extraordinarily high for the positions. With difficulties still, the school was left to make a very controversial hire. And since the Invasion of Naboo, the First Classroom for Advanced Interstellar Investigation Techniques had a difficult time maintaining its starting class size because of that hire.
The professor in charge of the arena-styled classroom, Branch Lur, was a Neimoidian, at one time an Investigative High Inquisitor of the Trade Federation. He was once a Neimoidian in fair standing with then Trade Minister Hidu Bog; ‘fair’ because his definition of justice ran in contradiction to the practices of the Trade Federation power players and opportunists, but he was a very good law officer that closed cases that did require real justice. Still, he only had his job because he still looked the other way during other’s injustice practices and he kept to himself. It had helped back then that he was married to a wife with real power connections.

Born as a mere grub like most of the Neimoidians of history, Branch was low class at birth, designated and destined to follow the status quo strictly to the letter laid down by those of privileged authority. Even with his ambition and drive, his attitude and ‘slimy beginnings’ would have never amounted to anything more that he had become if not for Serva Dahung. Serva’s family was part of the non-caste group known as ‘the Phew’, families that had enough power and wealth that allowed them to function outside the standards and practices expected of Neimoidian modern society. As a form of rebellion against the unremarkable privileged that ran the Trade Federation to date, the Phew had adopted outsider norms such as marriage and family; actual raising of their own children against most of the expected Neimoidian practices. Although the Few functioned as a form of antiestablishment, they still operated within the fundamental norms of the society, from greed to keeping down the little people. Obeying her rebellious spirit, Serva had acquired Branch’s attention and absorbed him into her family’s being, thus placing Branch in a position very few – pun intended – could ever imagine. Branch enjoyed the best things about the Phew lifestyle, and Serva’s misgivings could easily be ignored. It was a life like no other on Neimoidia, and they had children who would inherit those power interests so they never went to the highest bidder with their parents’ passing. 
But it all changed nearly fifteen years ago, when Branch Lur decided to absolutely do the right thing.

In that past, it was Minister Bog that had put Branch on the murder-assassination case of Viceroy-heir apparent Edwaru Kurr and the vital Trade Federation asset, the father of King Veruna, Pirus Krendel. Given the Force usage involved in the case he was teamed with two Jedi Knights; Ros Ofcheck and Casper Knightshade specifically due to the events of this case being a little similar to another case they were investigating on Duro. Naressa Rapier emerged as a suspect, but she would not be apprehended for questioning until she surrendered herself on the planet Dantooine after she had allegedly attacked members of the Vesgevi Clan and Dantooine’s own constabulary. 
After she had confessed to the crimes, Branch Lur had the chance to talk to her. He was bothered before by the fact Naressa Rapier should had been gone, vanished from the galactic scene never to be heard from again with the head start in running away she had. It really bothered Branch very deeply that he knew the accused dark side female was lying about her guilt; she was innocent, and he knew it. That interrogation haunted him; it still did in the present day. It forced him to take another look at the evidence in regards to the deaths of Edwaru Kurr and Pirus Krendel. He found resistance at every level, eventually being robbed of critical evidence after being forced to get permission to get a closer look at what was collected. 
Slowly but surely, Branch began to fall out of favor with everyone on Neimoidia. Struck by some incredible determination not found in his species outside of their desire for profit, Branch Lur kept pressing until he pressed the wrong buttons and had gotten wind of his potential demise; no one in the Phew could protect him, not at their expense. He took whoever family would come with him to the Jedi Temple and sought their protection, and he brought in what evidence from the case he could. Though the evidence was not concrete, Branch had raised significant doubt even in the collected minds of the Jedi Council about Naressa Rapier’s guilt. Unfortunately it was not enough for the rest of the galaxy, and with Naressa’s false confession the enemies of the Rapier Clan Dynasty were going to see to it such doubt, such innocence, was not going to be raised.
Branch’s heroic search for the truth had cost him: his wife would leave him and go back to Neimoidia; his children would disown him; his small assets taken from him; his citizenship revoked. For the first few years he only had Jedi friends as he stayed in the Jedi Temple, and then stayed in an apartment within walking distance of it. The Jedi had offered him their infinite asylum, but it was no way for a Neimoidian to live. He would put his application several times for the Special Investigative Services of the Republic and have it denied by bureaucrats loyal to the Trade Federation. One of those failed attempts did land in the hands of the University of Coruscant. He had been teaching, and unafraid of any Trade Federation reprisal, ever since. Very few staff members and students ever took a liking to him, but many would point out months or years later Branch Lur’s passed down experiences and his very uncanny passion for justice – at least for a Neimoidian – had made them better members of law enforcement.
Unfortunately, the Trade Federation invaded Naboo: because of his species and where they resided, Branch’s reputation took a predictable but very unfair hit. He lost two whole semesters because the students protested his presence at the university. As the tempers simmered and the university ignored the complaints, the students would return to Branch’s classes to eventually drop out of them to transfer to the other class, or make false accusations against him. Branch Lur few, very quiet allies in the student population; without them, there were times he would have resigned. On the other hand Branch had to prove something to all the students that stayed. What they were doing was no different than what his own people had done to him, and it would be no different than what members of governments and ordinary citizens would do to them in the course of an investigation. It was also all he had left to do, thanks largely to the Invasion of Naboo and the galactic-wide economic collapse that was caused by the end results.
“Now class,” began Branch, speaking after he had given them a report that had come from the Nubian government about the kidnapping and freeing of Nubians over a week ago, “having reviewed the file on the Breslin Terrorists I will now ask you fundamental questions. Is there a difference, by law, between hostage taking and kidnapping?”

The mostly Human class kept very quiet. They did so purposely not because they knew the answer. Branch just looked around knowing this, eyeing the area briefly with his large, orange eyes. Privately he wished they would join their classmates that dropped out of his classroom; unfortunately from them they could not because the other class was too full, and their superiors ordered them to attend Branch’s class or quit; quiet resistance was often their choice of formal protest.
Branch did not give in, or grade on a curve. “It is the political element that separates the two crimes. Why is this paramount to us? Because by Republic law, hostage taking is only punishable up to two standard years for each offense, while kidnapping it is ten years for each offense; twenty years for any form of money extortion, that is if a ransom demand is made. In the event a prosecutor wishes to pursuit it as an act of terrorism not against Republic interests, then it becomes imperative for the investigator to uncover more than the primary crime. Pursue it instead as a kidnapping, then all you have to show is that the suspect, or in this particular case suspects, took and held someone against their free will.

Without warning of any kind, one of the Guardsmen said, “Like an invading army taking civilians prisoners?”

Branch looked at the middle aged Human and took the time to calm himself by looking at the network connection relay chart in front of him. It identified who was logged into the classroom’s dedicated network. The Human, Mauberrie, was from Naboo. Nubian students were the worse to him at the school. Branch did what he always did in their presence: sighed and carried on. He was never going to talk them out of their hate for him.
“No,” said Branch directly. “Imprisoning civilians, believe it or not, is not a crime until one of them is either tortured or killed, as noted in the Alderaan Accords. Kidnapping -- and a reminder there needs not be a ‘kid’ in order to be called a kidnapping – is a predatorily offense where one gains what they feel they need by the unlawful imprisonment of innocent entities. What I am telling you all is very simple: if these terrorists had lived to make this a political issue, they would gain the upper hand in their defense, at the very least oppose a limit to how long they incarcerated by forcing the Republic to prove hostage-taking over kidnapping.”
“So, you are looking for…justification to charge someone with a higher offense?” pointed out Mauberrie. It was another shot across the bow. Out of the multiple trials held against the leaders of the Trade Federation, Viceroy Nute Gunray kept saying over and over again they were legal justified in invading Naboo, a lame excuse that worked to mistrials and full acquittals. “Isn’t that shading the truth?”
“That is for the courts to decide,” reminded Branch. He held up to long fingers to stress the point. “As an investigator, you must be aware of all probabilities and you must apply them all until the evidence tells you otherwise. Never assume the guilt of anyone: I do not know how many times I have to repeat this point.”
“You’re not saying these terrorists were guilty?” asked another Human in the crowd.

“For the sake of closing the case….” Branch let it linger for a while and then said his readied answer. “No.” That caused the class to stir among themselves. “Determining and assigning guilt does only one thing, ladies and gentlebeings. That one thing is the end. You would call it closure. Lawyers would call it the verdict. As investigators a case like this is never officially closed. No one was arrested in this, so what is missing?”

People went silent again. Branch said, “The why. The who. Look at the file again. Nubians are kidnapped by a collection of beings of various races. Why?” He paused just for dramatic affect. “According to the victims of this crime they were taken to a planet called Breslin. Experience tells me in such scenarios are unheard of because, for the sake of easy, it would be best to hold position where they got their hostages. Why leave? Did they know about jurisdiction laws? Or did they know where every Trade Federation ship-.”

Sometimes Branch did that and he had to stop. He would get on a roll and then speak from with the generalities of his former home world. With a breath he corrected himself. “Did they know where Republic ships were, did they know they had a chance to get away without pursuit, or fear? Did they know Jedi Knights were not in that sector of the galaxy, or near Breslin?”

He took another breath and strode around his desk. Branch said, “The victims were held in reinforced and secured fortifications. Such planning would be above your usual Outer Rim pirate. Who organized this rabble? Who gave them courage and a brain? Usually such plots have the leader somewhere else. Was their leader, the ringleader as you Humans would call them, among those killed in the escape?

“Officers, you have pronounced these individuals guilty, and thus case closed. I would suggest there are several others here responsible; these men are guilty, but do not stop at their obvious crimes when you can investigate deeper and at the very least get them for conspiracy. So long as you have questions you will want answered, this is not over.”
Branch held out his long-fingered, webbed hands. “You will never know the whole truth of any case. What you call a simple stabbing between two unrelated aliens may not be so. A witness may have seen the act, the evidence is conclusive, the accused may even confess and plea guilty at their trail, but you must know, and you must accept the fact, that you will never know the whole truth; you will not know the whole story. As an investigator, you must not stop until you reach that point. Settle only for what you can at your maximum best prove. Once you settle for less, once you settle for one crime, you may miss another.”
The Neimoidian stared at the Nubian Mauberrie and said, “You can also be very wrong with such tunnel vision, and persecute an innocent being.” He then added, “That has happened everywhere, and not just on Neimoidia.” 
Branch walked around his desk to severe the no-cheating link. “Our time has ended. I will hopefully see you all next week. The topic will be investigative conflicts: how a crime scene is interrupted differently by an assortment of species and why it eventually creates jurisdictional conflicts. I will also being testing your DNA.” That stopped everyone in their tracks that was leaving prematurely; they were supposed to wait for an official dismissal from Branch. “Write a paper explaining why I should not without invoking any law and precedent. The best explanation gets the entire class exempt. Failure to comply will result in a failing grade. Dismissed.”
Now the students slowly piled out the classroom. Branch always added the tag line about seeing them next week because he just knew some of them would not return. They would not return because of him; not because the material was beyond their comprehension. The board of directors of the university continued to support him, but Branch Lur had grown up within a lair of savage economists: for every government student that dropped out, U of Coruscant had to return the credits. There had to be a breaking point; from suspects to share holders everyone had one. Branch, after all, broke many times. Even though he had some support it was only enough to get himself to focus on reality. He was alone with his pride, and with pride he hoped that one day someone he taught here would find something, anything, that would truly bury the Trade Federation forever. On that one day maybe he could go home.
Alone, Branch Lur grabbed his belongings and made preparations to leave. He walked up the steps towards the top pavilion to exit when he spotted someone had left a registered data pad at a table by the exit. Wearily, Branch grabbed it and shook his head; wiser students knew such a thing like this was too expensive to leave lying around.
The data pad came alive. On the screen came Basic text. It read: I AM A BOMB. DO NOT LET GO, DOUL’BA’SET!

Branch nearly passed it off as another bad prank. He had received many varieties of death threats and racial slurs since the Invasion of Naboo; the Nubians were the most clever when it came to slurs. Some did go so far as to do so on school property just to make a point. What changed his mind quickly was the word Doul’ba’set. It was Neimoidian, but not a common Neimoidian word used even by Neimoidians. It gave a good clue to who sent it. It meant the bomb threat was real.
The text changed on screen: THE CONSULATE BUILDING. COME ALONE. ONE HALF STANDARD HOUR. YOU ARE BEING MONITORED. VIOLATION=BOOM!

A half hour gave Branch no time to check security tapes to see who planted the device. It gave him no time to notify an explosives expert; he had no idea how to diffuse a bomb. It also gave him no time to muck jump around as the old hive saying went on Neimoidia. The Trade Federation consulate building was nearly twenty minutes away. Neimoidian bodies were not built for running or fast walking. He lost nearly three minutes.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 6.1

Somehow, Branch managed to get to the consulate building with minutes to spare against the long delayed traffic of Coruscant’s Soho District. Somehow he kept from having a massive stroke after he had arrived and leapt out of his personal vehicle and marched hurriedly to the front gates. Oozing unnaturally from overheating and stress, Branch breached the front gates without any of the anti-Trade Federation protesters that had blocked the entrance or the guards stopping him. Now on sovereign land of his former homeland, Branch heavy breathing and building panic did not let up at the slightest.

From the entrance came the rather flippant form of Cus Tadlan, the Assistant to Arbiter of Inventories Hidu Bog. Cus remarked, “By the mucks that formed us, pray tell why is a traitor of the Trade Federation doing on Trade Federation sovereign land? Apparently you had quite enough of the outsider’s world?”
Branch gathered his watery breath and with the numb hand with the data pad in it he said, “Curve your sarcasm, Assistant Arbiter, you know why I am here!” 
The sound of the main gate closing, followed by the noise of the field generator that would erect the compound’s privacy field, drew the two Neimoidians’ notice. The Neimoidian guards looked much happier that the field was up; they no longer had to take the insults or look at the protesters as the energy muted all sound from outside and obscured what happened on either side of the reddish hue of light.

Branch turned back to Tadlan and grumbled, “So, shall you deactivate this ‘bomb’ or should I just ‘blow us up’?”

Tadlan showed his amusement and just took the data pad from Branch with a calm jerk. “It is so easy to fool such a law fearing individual such as yourself, Lur. You have been corrupted by Republic naivety.”

“No,” said Branch definitely, “I know our people’s cruelty to one another.” He gestured towards the data pad. “Such cowardice is not beneath you.”

“Cowardice?” Tadlan got huffy at the very notion. “Would you have come if we had asked you?”

“Of course not!” Branch looked behind him again, taking note of the distorted image of the chanting protestors made mute by the privacy field. “I do not presume I will be leaving of my own free will either.”

“You have us all wrong, Lur,” assured Tadlan like a rancor inviting its prey to stay awhile for tea. He gestured towards the entrance of the building.

“I see: you wish to kill me inside.”

Blubbering, Tadlan just said, “The ‘bomb’ could have gone off in your classroom.”
Branch knew his people and said as he passed Tadlan, “But where is the joy in that, not to watch an enemy die.” 
Tadlan just smiled after him. Branch had little choice in the matter and had wished he did not panic like he had done; old Neimoidian habits, instilled in their youths when they were forced to fight one another over food, never died. Having lived among the other bipeds, he saw advantages and disadvantages to parents being fully in control of the raising and caring of their children; he did wonder why those other youths would sometimes be so resentful to their parents, it was not as if they had gave them up to strangers to starve them, freeze them, and placed them in a situation where others like them were dying to eat and stay warm. It had happened to Branch, to Tadlan, and to all the other Neimoidians not born into the Phew society; Branch’s own children were spared the bitterness. Bitterness was not a Neimoidian word, but Branch learned of the word a long time ago and finally had the perfect way to describe to his children the view of the experience known as Hag’bub’pe. The ‘Rearing’ taught Neimoidians, who were weaker in body compared to the Humans, how to be mentally ruthless: perfect for business, perfect for survival; survival, after all, was good business.
Cus Tadlan was soon escorting Branch Lur through familiar territory. The lobbies and the hallways of the consulate were decorated with shiny ores that were between bronze and gold; it was to encourage greed, for other colors only signified the need for material goods for ownership, but not profit. There were no sculptures or statues anywhere; names etched in stone, in the rich ores, were just as powerful and important as someone’s likeness, and of course it was cheaper to engrave and maintain.
Of course Neimoidians hated walking, thus the consulate building was very narrow in shape to keep exertion to a minimum; claw chairs were reserved for only the most privileged Neimoidians of the Trade Federation. There were no long flights of stairs so level to level travel was by lift only, which there were plenty. The two Neimoidians entered and proceeded to the second-to-last high floor of the three hundred story obelisk. The floor belonged solely to the second-in-line to the leadership of the Trade Federation, the Arbiter of Inventories Hidu Bog.
As the door opened, the illegal battle droids stood at attention, and just beyond them stood two of the most powerful infantry-based droids, the droidekas with weapons hot. A second later all the droids stood back to let the two in the lift exit. Branch said nothing as Tadlan looked at him repeatedly, and it was not going to change with the appearance of battle droids. He was certain Bog was going to talk his hearing membranes to uselessness; the less talking there was the sooner he could leave, if he was going to leave.
The furnishings of Hidu Bog’s level were for the most part portable for travel; no Trade Federation high member was stupid to leave any possessions behind. Branch did take notice of out-of-character items; some of it was made out of wood. He took note of Hidu Bog’s desk before he took note of Hidu Bog: a very polished, dark brown wood, very hand carved and painstakingly detailed with small Human faces facing out from the corners. It was a horrible thing to see, but it was not in Bog’s character to have such a thing unless he had taken it from someone. 
It occurred to Branch that the desk was something taken from Naboo; the Trade Federation had been accused of stealing Rapier Manor – not the contents of Rapier Manor, but the whole, entire superstructure! It was ludicrous to anyone that the Republic could not prove it; the one mile by one mile by one hundred foot high building that had been the home of the Rapier Clan Dynasty was there before the invasion, and then it simply was not when the Trade Federation has been defeated. It was noted that Hidu Bog’s expertise was demolition and excavation; his side business cleared an uninhabited Trade Federation planet of all life and the non-ore mountains cleared in two months for mining.
Bog’s voice brought those with private thoughts to attention. “You have received my message, Doul’ba’set. Excellent it is to see you again. Sit, please, be treated to my hospitality.”

“Do I have a choice?” Branch sat down and found very little relief. Ever since he had questioned Naressa Rapier on Dantooine he could never sit comfortably in any chair.
“Yes, just as any fool,” said Bog. “How is your ‘job’ by the way?”

“Short talk! If that is the nature of this business fine. It is going good. Just today I was explaining to them the difference between being taken hostage and being kidnapped.” Branch could see Bog was very amused and so he enlightened him. “It is the predatorily nature of the criminal act that makes it a kidnapping; holding someone against their will for their own satisfaction. I had thought the Nubians kidnapped last week was a good example of my point, but only if you had sprung your trap on me five minutes earlier my class would have been treated to a live demonstration.” When he noted Bog’s falling face Branch thought he had scored a very easy point.
“Human sarcasm,” mumbled Bog. “It is killing our youth’s culture. I see my generation is not immune. I blame the Phew for infecting us, by the way. Neimoidians trying to be….what exactly were you Phew trying to be?”

“Beg your pardon, Arbiter, but you made me come to the consulate building.” Branch stood up; he had enough with sitting. “And it was not my choice to choose exile from Neimoidia because my alternative was to allow the execution of my death clause.”
Cus Tadlan was no longer mute. “You were attempting to prove the innocence of our chief competitor, how dare you-.” He stopped when Hidu Bog lifted a hand. Branch chose to ignore the younger upstart.

“That incident is over,” said Bog sternly to Tadlan. “Leave us.” Tadlan made gestures of slight. Bog eyed him hard and repeated, “Leave us!”

Tadlan turned and left the office. Again Branch did not give him any more attention. Either Bog was sending Tadlan away for that purpose or to get him to go somewhere else and listen to the conversation. Branch cared less in any case. The focus had to remain dead ahead.

“Doul’ba’set,” began Branch, to begin the probe. “I have not heard anyone call me that in years.”

“Because only I called you that,” said Bog, standing up to meet Branch. “You truly were a beastly male, even if you were so small at seven. How you used to fight everyone just because, and not just for survival. You always had to be right, Branch. It always frustrated you when you were wrong, and how it angered you to be called wrong.”
“I did not like to be called a liar.” Branch stood taller and crossed his long arms. “When I was wrong I admitted it and had no problem being called wrong. When others, and you, called me a liar instead of wrong is when I put mouth to throat.” He shook his head. “I do not miss those days.”
“Then what do you miss, Branch Lur,” said Bog. “You appear to be too content here on Coruscant.”

“Did we not cover that all ready, Hidu,” said Branch. “I truly do not need to be here. Get this over with it, won’t you: the irony that is my life awaits me.”

Bog measured him and sat back down. “What I was just beginning to suggest is the possibility of you coming home as a hero. I am not just talking about forgiveness, Branch, I am talking about a hero’s welcome and the return of you citizen privileges in the Trade Federation. Will you hear me on this, for your sake? And please do not tell me you are needed here: my agent in your classroom tells me how your students treat you. Free speech: pfft, there’s a reason we sell insult rights!”
Branch thought to himself to say no. He worked his rubbery lips around to form the word, the very simple monosyllable word that carried so much finality. Other words had been created since to add variety to an absolute negative response: ‘no’ still worked the best. 
There was potential consequences to saying the word ‘no’. Branch no longer had any Jedi protection, he had no friends that worried too much about him, and he had not told anyone he had went to the Trade Federation consulate. He could say no, and then he could just simply ‘disappear’, and what did the galaxy care about one lost Neimoidian nowadays. Still, it was a curious question of circumstance: why kill him now; why was it Bog that reached out to him, and was practically placating him.
When Branch let his hands fall on the rich desk he was reminded again why he was in this situation and who most likely had forced him into it. A third option had entered his head as he rubbed the wood with his fingers; such a nice, interesting desk. The third option was acceptable to his old law enforcement sensibilities. Branch just leaned forward and kept his hands on that desk and said not one word.

Hidu Bog let out a watery sigh and said, “I…would like nothing better to have Viceroy Nute Gunray and his Settlement Officer Rune Haako, imprisoned for what he had done on that water plot of a world. A pity to launch such an attack when Senator Palpatine had been trying to lift the penalty tariffs from the Vhinech Era off our trade routes.”

“In the name of justice, or in the name of Hidu Bog, third in line in leadership behind Nute Gunray and Rune Haako,” pointed out Branch.

“In the name of leadership yes, for you could do worse than Gunray and Haako. Worse as in Senator Lott Dod his ally. You saw the aftermath; the markets crashed, our credit ruined, and the Trade Federation as a whole lost value because of the invasion and then the defeat.” Bog laughed just a little bit. “Do…do you have any idea how many systems backed us on this. And their names….you will not believe who approved. They had to turn on us in the end: their complicity only sounded absurd when Haako revealed their names in the Supreme Court.”
“I am surprised you know so much about the finer details of the invasion,” said Branch. “Did you have a hand in it?”

“No, I did not! I was not there!” Hidu Bog had to continue to say that. He had remained untouched, so far, in the fiasco. “I am getting the information from some very reliable assets.”

“I hope not Sithian.”

Bog went quiet for a few seconds. He said, “Gunray did tell a very fascinating story, did he not? Imagine if the rest of the Directorate believed that story: a non-Trade Federation member ordering our leader and our military at his or her behest? Gunray had to tell the Republic something. But such dishonesty clouds our chances at rehabilitating our product. What we do not need is another problem so close to the Naboo disaster. One such problem has come up.
“A week ago I had discovered that Viceroy Gunray had authorized the sale of a weapon, an illegal weapon I might add, on the black market. As I am sure you are aware the trade embargoes imposed on us as punishment for Naboo prohibit us from selling any military weapons.” Branch just nodded long before the conclusion of Bog’s point. “Apparently Gunray has caught wind of a weapon’s inspection that is going to be conducted by the Jedi Order. The Senate, against the Jedi’s wishes, had sent Senator Dod a list of the worlds they were going to inspect. I can tell you in confidence that these worlds possessed considerable amounts of Gunrays’ developed illegal weapons. You would think he would destroy them. He did not.”
“Why would he,” introduced Branch, “when he could just sell them in the Outer Rim?” Ideally no one should have been creating the weapons in question. Past if, commons sense would then dictate that the weapons be destroyed. However common sense and Neimoidians like Nute Gunray went together like droid oil and common sweetener. The Viceroy did not achieve his position of power and wealth by being a religious saint.
“Yes, yes, but it is far worse than that,” began Bog again. “He just did not sell these weapons; he sold the prototypes and all the saved records on them. I have very little information to go at this time on what most of these weapons can do, except one.” He settled down for a breath and said candidly, “This one particularly and highly illegal weapon that I know about has been used.”

Branch stood up to get the kink out of his lower back. He probed, “How illegal of a weapon are we talking about?”

“The kind that starts a war Neimoidia cannot win,” said Bog truthfully, boldly, and with heavy seriousness. “The rest of the Trade Federation will not come to our aide on this. It is a paraphasic weapon.” Branch was lost on the significance of the term. “Best way to say it….a death ray.”

After a little thought, Branch began to remember a few things about the subject. He slowly sat down as the possible implications slithered through his brain. “I had thought paraphasic weapon theory was only a myth. I am still a bit clueless on the subject.”

“Allow me to enlighten you: I have been studying the subject the past day and a half.” Bog slumped back in his chair. “In theory, every heart-beating and thought thinking life form in this galaxy shares a common, quantum energy signature in which the force of the universe has control over. It was some over the top hope by scientists that did not want to believe that the Force was the only sole power of the universe that bound life together. A hypothesis developed that if this energy existed, it could be found by actually separating the life force of an entity from the rest of the universe; in a matter of speaking shut down the midi-chlorian cells in life forms. It has been shown, apparently, that even after death those cells responsible for the Jedi’s power continue to generate such power. The process of separating cell life from the universe is called paraphasing.
“Some seven hundred years ago an experiment was attempted at creating a single, paraphasing field, on the planet Mariana. They succeeded in killing everyone. Nothing had survived the release of energy. To achieve the proper matrix, the paraphasic energy had to be released in neutron form.”
Branch let his mouth hang open on that note. “It can pass through solid matter.”

“It can pass through light matter, heavy matter as well as energy shielding, in any combination; it does not matter how or where the energy strikes you, it will kill you. With the death of Mariana, the Republic had put a permanent ban on all paraphasic research. There were other, disastrous attempts made by some of the most powerful of planetary systems for the sole purpose of weapon use, however. The final straw was when the Corellians tested their version of a paraphasic weapon near the Hutt Empire. They had failed to control the beam, and it had killed thousands of Hutts on a nearby planet. Three months later, the Hallowspace War commenced with the first ever Hutt-direct military assault of a recognized Republic planet, Corellia, followed by the single largest terrorist assault since the Sith War: three hundred worlds suffered various chemical and biological weapon attacks at random intervals. The Hutts could not sustain such a war, but they had expanded their border and forced the Republic to make a non-aggression promissory pact known as Drade’s Bargain. 
“Drade’s Bargain clearly dictates that any system that does any paraphasic research of any kind, even if it is a Republic world, will be immediately must be attacked upon by the Republic. Any world that comes to the aide of the violating world will face a similar fate. Drade’s Bargain is important because recent military analysis by our people indicate that the Hutt Empire has grown strong enough to sustain a year long galactic war; what remains of the Republic military suggests the same thing. And unlike the rest of the Republic, the Hutts have been stockpiling chemical and biological weapons. The Hallowspace War showed us that the Hutts were committed to using them.”
Bog leaned in and said, “I suspect Chancellor Palpatine would not hesitate to put the Republic ahead of us at this particular time. It is a risk Neimoidia cannot take; we are in financial dire straits and we have lost several battleships due to disarmament clauses. So I would like you to find out the facts and locate the weapon, before it really does fall into the wrong hands.”

“And let us assume I do this and let the Republic get the weapon,” said Branch after just a second of pause. “It is Nute Gunray’s fault for this! He created a terrible weapon that does work!”
“It would help to have evidence and not another baseless accusation,” stressed Bog. “How many, Branch, how many false witnesses from other worlds showed up at those trials claiming to be Nubian to testify about war crimes that never happened? The Supreme Court would want hard evidence this time. I, on the other hand, would like the weapon so I can use its existence to finally dethrone Gunray, Haako, and Dod. So long as they can hold onto their positions of power, Gunray and Haako will never see the inside of a jail cell. I show this to the Directorate and threaten to expose this weapon to the Republic, and they will turn on him.”

Bog then said, “I cannot use our special services for this: Gunray controls them. I wish I could trust the Bothans, but they have Nubian sympathies as well as their own interests to consider. I need…I need someone I can trust to do the right thing.”

“You may not like what I consider to be the right thing,” said Branch. “This weapon is in the hands of a rogue. For all I know it is in the Hutt’s hands now, or maybe another military power. It would be a waste of my time, Bog, and for what.”
“If I gain the title of Viceroy, I can give you as much as your old life back and more, Branch.” Bog grabbed a data pad and activated a recording mechanism in it and spoke to it. “Upon the successful return of the death ray code named Wettlespear and its technical data I, Hidu Bog, Viceroy of the Trade Federation, grant one Branch Lur his citizenship back with all privileges attached. Data mark tee-u-vee-three-oamu-gamu-perta”
Bog put a digital seal on the file and gave the data pad to Branch. “Your thumbprint is all that is required to confirm this written contract.”

A contract! Hidu Bog was serious: any Trade Federation minister worth their weight in gold never made such promising contracts. Usually the details were hammered out later, well after the completion of services most times. This was guaranteed conditions with Bog’s encrypts on it. It would hold up in any court, provided that Hidu Bog became Viceroy. The temptations, though, were too good…

“You did not answer my question, Hidu,” said Branch as he held the data pad. “What makes you think the Hutts or another military power does not have it yet?”
Bog said plainly, “Because the weapon has been used again. I know this because I have someone keeping an eye on reports of suspicious deaths.” He pulled out a data pad and called up a news file. He showed it to Branch: FAMILY FOUND DEAD; CAUSE A MYSTERY. “This happened last night on Desderanda X; a family of three. That planet has not seen a murder in one hundred years, a model of near perfect pacifism.”

“And what makes you believe the Death Ray is responsible for this?”

“The city does not have a coroner’s office so they sent their data to the Department of Justice here on Coruscant. I have a source there: I have read it, here.” Bog opened another saved file and gave that data pad to Branch. Branch had to set his contract data pad down and slowly read it. “As you can see, there is-.”
“No wounds,” finished Branch. He kept reading aloud, focused on the hijacked transcript. “No internal trauma. No suggestion they had died because of poison or toxins in any form. The male and female were in their sixties, but their female child was three.” He scrunched his face on that: that little bit of information seemed to stick out at him for reasons he could not explain.

“The Death Ray leaves no wound. As in the theory, as I read into it, you could possibly run a Jedi midi-chlorian test to confirm. I am trying to test that theory; I need you to administer that test.” Bog gestured towards Branch. “I can get you Republic Special Investigation credentials by tonight. I will tell the Senate Liaison for Foreign Affairs I need you to investigate a leak between the consulate and the outside, unknown foreign power. That means you can carry a weapon, have Writ authority of search, and you will have a ship provided to you. And I know a few people at the University of Coruscant: they will excuse your absence.”
Branch then lifted his eyes from the report and glared at Bog after hearing that last sentence. Bog just shrugged his shoulders and said, “Did you honestly believe you were hired at that university because of your experience?”

Branch bit down his very angry retort and fought the urge to throw the data pad in his hands at his apparent benefactor. If there were two things any Neimoidians hated above all else it was pity and charity. His only recourse was to stay on target. He asked, “I am taking a dangerous risk against a weapon that can shot through anything and, if you are right, it does not have to hit anything vital to be lethal.”
“It does not, but there may be one bright coin in the deep mud.” Bog stood up again with the contract data pad in his hands. “From the poor sketches I have seen of this it has tracking sensors for sighting and firing, meaning artificial intelligence subroutines, and therefore it will have Plan Nine protection protocols built into it.”
Branch smiled a little at that bit of news. He said, “Then perhaps you should go get it yourself if you are so confident.”

“I would, or perhaps be more hands on, if the Viceroy had not permanently placed me here,” said Bog with noted disgust.

Branch snickered; apparently Gunray was scared of Bog getting the rest of the Directorate together to discus his future. Assigning Bog to the consulate – locking up Bog at the consulate was more like it – gave Gunray assurance, for it forced Bog to make the choice whether to negotiate Gunray’s dismissal over a monitored hyperspace channel. Bog was no fool either: the successful Neimoidian is never there in the thick of things getting their hands dirty.

This was still a dangerous bargain for Branch Lur. However he had all ready made up his mind. He made a slight nodding gesture as in deeper thought and said, “For my freedom, and for my people.” He took the contract data pad and put his thumbprint on the reader. Two data cards spat out; each Neimoidian took one.
“Thank you, Doul’ba’set,” said Bog cheerfully. “I promise you beyond the contract you will be rewarded for this.”

Branch mused, “I most certainly will be.”

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

CHAPTER 6.2

“That was too easy,” complained Cus Tadlan long after Branch Lur had left the consulate building. The underling to Hidu Bog paced in front the desk, one of the dozen souvenirs Bog had collected from his excavation of Rapier Manor. How Bog loved to see the reactions of the old political guard who recognized the desk of the late, great Bendian Rapier. He loved it more that he flaunted the fact he had gotten away with it at Nute Gunray’s expense.
Tadlan was sounding more and more like Rune Haako with every step he took. “Hidu, Lur is too full of himself on having to be right. He should have been clawing his way back to Neimoidia years ago if he was so loyal.”
“You do not know Branch Lur, Cus,” said Bog. “He is an honorable male, always had been.” He considered the data card that held the copy of their contract in his hand. “He has changed, though.”

“Has he?”

“Yes, he was never so…”

“Human?”

Bog gave Tadlan a look. “Do not be so disgusting. I cannot say what it is…but ever since that Kurr-Krendel murders…” He shook his head. “I really cannot say, it had been years since we had talked. Maybe I had missed something back then.”

Bog leaned back in his chair. “But we need him now. I am more worried what would happen if Lord Sidious discovered what I have been doing behind his Gunray’s back.”

“You do believe he does not know?” questioned Tadlan, fearing a moment like this. Bog had always played his game close to the edge. The profits had always outweighed the risks, but this time they were playing with a very dangerous fire.

“That it was I and not Gunray who had been trying to recreate an anti-Jedi weapon without his approval? That it was I who was trying to create a weapon that could also be used on the Sith? Are you brain dead! What in the nine blue hells would make you think I would want the Sith to know this! Crises sakes, Cus, Lord Sidious would skin me alive and then force me to write a dying apology in my own blood on my freshly flayed skin!”
“All I am saying is that he has resources better than the Bothans,” pointed out Tadlan. “It is only a matter of time before he knows about it.”

“Why do you think I hide here in the consulate,” said Bog. “I do not trust home until my mistake with Roe has been corrected. I cannot go to Lord Sidious with this: he will tell Gunray, and despite what Gunray is telling us he has not disowned the Sith. I do not believe that for one instance. It is the Sith that is keeping him out of prison; how I am not absolutely sure.”
Bog leaned over the Rapier desk and continued. “Until Gunray is removed as Viceroy, and until the Wettlespear is recovered, my ass is very deep in mud. I need Lur; he is good at what he does. I cannot go to the Hutts or other sources for they will use it to their advantages; if I go to the Sith, I am dead. If Lur keeps this close to the chest, I will get the Wettlespear back. If he does not, then he will tell the story of Nute Gunray’s paraphasic wrong doing. Gunray will surely get struck from three different directions. From the Republic a healthier probe into his misleading. From the Directorate they will ask the question about his mental status and question Haako’s as well. From the Sith….well, the Sith may at the very least let Gunray and Haako swing.”
“But Hidu,” started Tadlan again in fear, “how did some ragged, dirt poor Human male figure out how to make the Wettlespear work?”

That was a very good question in Hidu Bog’s own mind. When he had set up the deal with the Clawdite broker, he had told the infamous Roe that he was Rune Haako and acting on behalf of Nute Gunray he desired to sell a rather useless weapon. It was useless; none of Bog’s private scientist could make the Wettlespear work – others had, but that was long ago and those Neimoidians could not be found. 
After hundreds of millions of dollars spent, and the loss of an important outside contributor decades ago – who proved they could create anything possibly imagined -- Project Wettlespear was an expensive failure for Bog. Being the flexible Neimoidian he was, he had decided to use the dud weapon to frame Gunray; killing Gunray’s career would be credits well spent. 
Would the Republic honor the details of Drade’s Bargain: obviously not! The Hutts were indeed in position to raise hell, but indications were they did not give a damn about the Republic since the death of Yabbula the Hutt, except when the weakened Republic Navy took that old space station back. When the Republic revolted against Rapier Technologies shortly after the last economic depression it threatened to keep the galaxy in the red for years longer; thus the Republic relied on the Trade Federation a bit more heavily for galactic economic recovery. As much as the Senate was beside itself over the Trade Federation’s actions they slowed the process of justice down to a crawl and prayed that ‘public amnesia’ would happen again. The Senate was secretly, but slowly letting their whispers grow into shouts, rooting for Juna Rapier’s comeback in light of the Trade Federation’s military and financial failures.
Bog though determined the Trade Federation could weather another conspiracy. He put into motion his plan to frame Gunray, assuring it would work by implanting a tracking/transceiver device that had recorded the illicit transaction. Although some of the recorded video was largely vague it did show the unknown Human buyer successfully firing the once-useless weapon at Roe after he had simply toyed with it; there was no audio because then the surveillance devices would be too bulky for the case liner, and therefore he had never heard the exchange. Within hours, after watching the mess go down live in real time, Bog’s droids recovered Roe’s body before the carrion had gotten to it. The tracking device in the case and not the media headlines lead Bog’s agents to Desderanda X, but there the tracking/transceiver finally ran out of power. The trail went as cold as the bodies the weapon left behind.
But then again it was not supposed to work! Indeed, the Wettlespear proved that paraphasic weapons were instant death and instantly deadly when they worked and were controlled. Any paraphasic creation had only one purpose: death. No Jedi and no lightsaber were going to be able to stop it. BUT IT HAD NOT WORKED!
Until now.

In order to sell Branch Lur on looking for it he had to be as vague as possible. Bog knew he was pushing his luck in continuing his original concoction about the Wettlespear being Gunray’s newborn and to get Lur on board he had to control the information. He gave away a little too much in his estimation: Plan Nine protection did exist on the weapon, but for someone to know that after supposedly only seeing tidbits of information on something they had not known about before was reaching.

Bog had numerous fears over this, some expressed some not, but he saw some positives. A functional Wettlespear was going to be a new component to the battle droids, a cheap but extremely effective weapon that could be mass produced and installed quickly on the current model army; blaster rifles were clumsy, sucked power, expensive to produce, and were so ambiguous the enemy could use them. It would have been glorious if the invasion units had it on them at Nab oo, with the advanced targeting system installed. He also saw the need for it if the Sith decided Bog was a threat to them. The Sith were just as mortal as the Jedi; midi-chlorians were midi-chlorians to the Wettlespear.
However, even though Hidu Bog kept the original documentation on Project Wettlespear, he still did not know how the Human got it to work. He needed that prototype back; that was most important in this sorry mess. It did not matter if the Human lived or died; Bog had a team that could reverse-engineer it. The Human, on the other hand, was a curiosity. 
The Human knew what he had stolen for he was looking for it, and yet he went to Desderanda X and murdered some worthless family with it? That did not make any sense, the Human should have been selling the Wettlespear; he was drawing too much attention; eventually someone was going to put it all together and figure the whole thing out. Bog could not take any chances of that happening; he had to be the one that uncovers the made up Gunray conspiracy.

“Who knows how he got it to work,” said Bog after thinking briefly. “All that matters is that Lur stops him before that weapon falls in the wrong hands. Do not worry you: I trust Branch Lur completely. He will not fail us.”
