CHAPTER 18.0
After the business day had ended at Rapier Technologies, Juna retired to her private room to meditate while Rose Faith organized all the information they had gathered from the day. The information, all of it from Gosten Crisiol, was further researched by the Dark Side Slave in her mute, concentrated way that betrayed little exhaustion, discomfort, and the need to relieve herself. Although she had learned to be independent and self-sufficient, when she was dedicated and motivated Rose put such selfish needs aside for the benefit of her Mistress, until her Mistress told her to do so. She knew this was vital, it required her full attention because if she did not do other would, and she could not rely on the worthless fools that thought they knew everything or could solve everything to the galaxy her Mistress had cared for. In Rose’s humble opinion, and she had them, what good was a dead Republic if her Mistress decided to rule it. She had learned patience from Juna; Rose just bided her time, feeling that her Mistress would decide when it was time to take over things.
The smell of nourishment drew Rose’s attention towards the open office door. Juna had ordered food for them to eat, and she knew how too dedicated Rose became at times. “Time to eat. I hope you like fried clam rolls.”

“I will enjoy it,” said Rose shortly, cutting herself off from using one of those more proper statements her Mistress disapproved of. She smiled and took the enclosed tray. She waited for Juna to start eating, for it was only proper.

“Go on now, its okay,” said Juna with a small smile.

Rose bowed her head a little and opened the container. The appearance of food finally made her small stomach growl. She took her time preparing herself to eat, laying out the napkins that came with the tray, and sorting out the utensils, which to her dismay was incomplete. She took note of the bottle Juna set for her; Juna said, “Chocolate milk.”
“Thank you,” said Rose nicely and appreciatively. Organized in proper manner, she took her knife and fork to the fried clam roll. “I have done some more research.”

“I’m sure,” said Juna. “I had a lot to think about and none of it good.” She had her necklace back on around her neck and she was playing with the wedding rings on them. “One issue that is popping up on my radar is Palpatine’s involvement.”
This was news to Rose. She had paused her attempt at eating her cut bite of food. “The Chancellor? Why I was not informed?” Juna just grabbed her tray. “I do not recall Mister Crisiol mentioning him.”

“It was after the conversation, when I had escorted him to the elevator,” said Juna. She took a moment to stare at the food. “Gosten had just mentioned him out of turn.” She waited for Rose to chew her food and swallow to ask her, “By the way, what did you think of Gosten Crisiol?”

Rose considered the question and asked, “An opinion or an honest opinion, my Mistress?”

“Both.”
Rose dabbed the corner of her clean mouth and said, “I think he was a valuable employee of this great institution, who had used his brilliant mind to make himself and your family very wealthy. His intelligence and his ability to relate with people are surely missed. His is also loyal to those who have done him well.”

“Nice. And your honest opinion of him.”

Rose became very stoic and cold in eyes, “A useful fool who lacked any ability to use his brilliance to sustain himself. He obeyed your parent’s commands as all pawns like him should when confronted by his betters, for he fears the responsibility of his own actions. Without your parents, or even you, he would not have had the success he now squanders on water-land life forms that have begun to damage our school systems with their ‘bombad’ speak. It is only a matter of time before the Gungans reduce his intelligence to the level of a sippy cup.”
“I see,” said Juna, her eyes crossing a little. Rose saw that as she took a bite of food, chewing appropriately at regular speed and with mouth closed. Her Mistress spoke with her mouth slightly filled. “Can I trust you to speak in opinion mode, and not in honest opinion mode, if I’m not present?”
Finishing her bite, Rose said, “If you so order it, I will obey. But I must say, Mistress, I feel for my own sake, for my own identity, for my own free will as you argue, I must be able to express my honest opinion.”

“I know, but Rose you are as blunt and hit with the impact of a hull-shaping pile driver,” said Juna. “Look, this is important and I need you to understand that subtlety and tact is going to help us in this, especially in what I am about to suggest to you.” Juna inhaled and blew out the held breath all at once. Rose waited patiently. “I need you to go to Coruscant and have a little chat with Chancellor Palpatine.”
Rose set her tray aside and paid closer attention, wiping her hands off on her napkin. “With the announcement coming up with the initial public offering of Rapier Technologies I can’t leave to deal with Palpatine. But we can’t wait on this information either; I need to know what he knows about forty years ago. And since all other resources of mine are tied up and I can’t tell this stuff to other Thorns, it must be you that must do this.”

“If you believe I must do this, I will do it,” said Rose with certainty.
“No Rose,” began Juna and she leaned closer towards her. “I will not order you to do this, nor will I order you to be nice and subtle. Yes, I need you to go, but understand by saying yes you will represent me and this company with impeccable professionalism while maintaining yourself and your personality. I need you to go, but only if you feel, and I mean this Rose Faith, only if you feel you can shoulder this great responsibility I am about to bestow upon you. I have done everything I could to make you as independent as possible, and right now I want you to make the choice to do this. If you say no, I will understand, but only say either yes or no if you are sure of yourself.”
Rose sat there for a moment and thought what had been just said. She really wanted to be the woman her Mistress desired her to be, and she strove for it. She was commanded in the past to become a person, not just a servant, and she obeyed. This time the question was as vague and indirect as it could be and she found herself at a point of indecision. She was sure Juna would be disappointed if she said no, and she would be further disappointed if Palpatine had known something and because of it the ruination towards Juna was too devastating to overcome.

“Juna,” she said after thinking it over, speaking non-stoically, “I will go to Coruscant and speak to Chancellor Palpatine. I do it because I want to, and I will be on my best behavior, at my professional best when dealing with him.”

“Thank you,” said Juna, smiling at Rose and patting her shoulder. “If it helps, think of him as one of Cessa’s children.” Rose slowly smiled at the thought and went back to eating. “Eh, on second thought, Hon, I better go through things with you before you leave later tonight.”

Rose finished swallowing and said, “Please do, but have no fear: I know what you meant by that remark.” She took another bite and savored both the taste of the morsel and the feelings of approval she received from her Mistress.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 18.1

On Fandanko, a ‘picket fence’ system in the Core Realm only four hundred light years from Coruscant, the streets were filled with homeless bustle from over a thousand other systems cramming and ramming into each other for the sake of defeating boredom and, at times, establishing dominance over rivals. Fandanko was one of several systems near Coruscant chosen for a ‘social solution’ where the homeless poor of many systems were relocated, educated, and given the means to build a functional society with some Republic help. The idea was to give those who were never given a chance, or had the chance taken away from them, another chance to redeem themselves and do so with the help and unity of their neighbors, and to do so through multi-species understanding. Ten systems were involved like Fandanko: every single one of them failed. Ignoring laziness, narcotic abuse, racism, and criminal records, the end results were predictable. An extension of the Coruscant Ruling Council was all that remained for a government, where all the handouts and charity and doles were distributed to all those lucky enough to survive standing in line.
Noss Phetter was not standing in line, and neither had his target when she entered the government building hours ago. He had found a lamp post next to what was supposed to be a rail way, but long ago and since converted to where the begging stood in line. He stood on the base to get high enough above the foulness that blocked his view. From his position he was able to watch the obvious Fauna Scarlet in her bright red cloak move swiftly amongst the gray alien nation until she vanished in the building. His team of Sith’s Hands, six of them, were also positioned in various locations throughout the no-city, some helping Phetter with the immediate surveillance, others waiting strategically to pick up the trail.
Comlink in hand, Phetter immediately answered the call to it. It was one of the agents located close to the docking bay. “Noss, don’t you think it would be a good time to check her ship?”

“Negative, Ignar,” said Phetter, “it took her hours to get into the building but it’s been taking her minutes to leave her target locations lately.”
“If she comes back, I’ll kill her,” said Ignar.

“Negative that; Lord Sidious has not sanctioned her death. He wants her followed: we are following her. Now keep the line clear.” Phetter wanted to shut off the comlink, but he muted his end and muttered, “Idiot.” 
The lower end Hands never liked surveillance, and Phetter was one of them once. It was boring, but important for the targets were normally not some pushovers or someone that would lead to someone that lead to someone else. These were true enemies, real threats, to the Sith Order. And in the long run most targets of being watched were terminated, however such ends had to be perfect. If anything, surveillance of this kind revealed Fauna Scarlet’s methods of getting around, her level of competency with analyzing her environment, whether she had back up, and whether she had strong connections beyond Rapier. 

Si’ing was just one possibility. Phetter had that recording he took on Breslin analyzed completely and when the results were given, he had the whole thing analyzed again. Darth Tyranus was absolutely happy with what he saw featuring the Bothan and the Garn, for it appeared the Bothan was implying Rapier was a Sith Lord. Phetter could have cared little for the former Jedi’s opinion; Darth Sidious’ opinion was the only one that matter, but Phetter never heard what his Master thought. Phetter and the others wondered just a little if Tyranus had convinced Sidious to go on with the tip toeing around the Rapier agent, or if the Dark Jedi was the one who gave the order to pull the Sherwood from their installed sites in fear of all of them being discovered. Out of the rest, Phetter had wondered the most.
Phetter mulled around the building, appearing just as much like the overpopulated fools the Republic had dumped on the world and allowed to multiply. Rear of the building, Phetter grabbed a lone inhabitant, knocked it out with one punch, and ripped its cover off of it and put it on. None around them cared what happened; they were measuring their opportunity to steal from Phetter, biding their time. Towards the other side of the building two creatures flanked Phetter in pursuit.
The Sith’s Hands overtook the two flanker’s positions the next second, both wiping blood from their hands and vanishing back in the crowd. Again, the populace did nothing. This time they kept to themselves around Phetter.
“Thank you,” whispered Phetter. After a few minutes so he knew they were back in position he said, “I am preparing to go inside the building. I want to get a peek at our ‘red devil’.” 
As he pushed through, the thunder of ship engines echoed signaling blast off: over-powerful engines for the freighter that ascended quickly into the sky. He saw it and cursed. “Damn it! Docking bay! Docking bay right now!”

As Phetter ran he heard doubts; only five other doubts. “I said docking bay! Our red prey isn’t here anymore!” He burst past the crowd heading the other way. “Ignar, come in! Ignar! Dumb son of a bitch!” He slowed to a walk and shook his head. “You dumb son of a bitch!”
Though he was the first and the fastest to react Phetter was the last to arrive in the docking bay. The ship they had Ignar watching was indeed the one that took off. There was no Ignar to be found right way.

“She must have slipped by us when you two,” said Phetter, pointing at Spahn and Fain, “got those uglies off my aft.”
“Avenez had our flank,” said one of the two. “and Doria and Yig the front.”

Yig said, “Unless she took on a disguise, lost the red cloak…”

Phetter, in frustration, called in his comlink, “Ignar?” Everyone went quiet as they heard the echo of Phetter’s voice. “Ignar?” The large group slowly spread out as the leader began to key his comlink’s hail node. The resounding ping was located where their target vessel had been docked. Ignar’s comlink clung desperately to the side of a used fluid trap where ships could dump any liquids, from lubricates to biological waste.

“Ten to one, Ignar’s in that crap,” said the one called Doria. The woman bent down and easily lifted up the grated cover. She turned her nose and looked up at Phetter. “Do we bother?”
“No,” said Phetter in frustration. “Our target can only be going to the next rail in the picket fence. Let’s peel off, hour by hour exit. That way if she decides to change course we’ll have ships ready for hyperspace.”
“We should have had Ignar put a tracking device on the ship,” noted Doria.

“I think he tried, against my orders,” reminded Phetter bitterly. He pointed at the waste pit. “I can change my mind, have you go get him. No? Then get to your ships and stop worrying how I run an op!” 
His first instinct was to kill her, but even Darth Sidious held himself in check from time to time. Besides that, Phetter needed her and her ship, just in case Fauna Scarlet did decide to leave the picket fences and head out into the galaxy again. Very soon the mysterious ‘red alien’ was going to run out of places to go looking for Sherwood; eventually she was going to have to go the Sith’s first breadcrumb laid out for her, which would lead her further and further away from help, and closer and closer towards and eventual doom. In that case, Phetter could wait.
As he had ordered, the Sith’s Hands one by one left Fandanko, every hour on the hour since the first ship left. They each came in their individual ships, ugly and worthless looking sport craft of various designs that held considerable advancements sight unseen due to Sithian re-engineering. Phetter, as leader the last to go, sat off and on in his cockpit, watching the others take their leave in silence, letting his ship’s lone turbolaser cannon charge up within it’s belly, waiting for his time to lift off, and then unleash the cannon on Ignar’s ship; the Sith could not leave the technology behind, not so close to Coruscant, and they had no one in the sector to claim it.
Yig’s ship was the last of the group to leave Phetter. He began his hour-long countdown. Two minutes later, Fauna Scarlet came running through the entrance, looking around desperately. She threw her hands up in disgust, but then she slowly turned her attention towards Phetter’s ship, just as his shock was wearing off.

“Ah smeck me!” said Phetter. In that critical second, he realized what had happened. Fauna Scarlet had a friend on her ship take out Ignar and they took off, and more than likely it was the classic, but long winded, Slidewinder Feint. Her ship just wasn’t back yet. It meant, either through Ignar’s ignorance or through some other slip up in surveillance, she had made them.
Fauna Scarlet began to run towards his ship.

Phetter could not use the ship’s weapons on the ground; they were too big and too affixed. He pulled his blaster and ran as fast as he could. He leapt head first, sliding down the ramp, firing whatever defensive shots he could to deter Scarlet’s progress; they would never hit, but the point was to first deter her progress before he engaged her directly. She had covered more ground than he thought possible; she was under his ship’s nose when he tracked her with chasing fire. She leapt, rolled, leapt and straddled hop behind a fueling partition. He got behind the ramp and squared himself for fire, wasting shots close to the top of the partition. Wisely he had pulled up his long tunic neck to hide the bottom half of his face before he began another round of fire to obscure his identification.
Scarlet’s blaster showed itself around the corner of the partition and fired off retorts that were not so blind, chasing Phetter until he had to dive under the ramp of his ship. From the metallic floor, the Sith’s Hand fired and to his hope he found a target; his previous head shots had forced her to squat lower to the ground, thus causing her legs to bend. Such positioning, though good for flight, was terrible for a pinned-down target for squatting and turning the body to fire meant the legs had to stick out. The partition was of Human width, and with the bad positioning he could see a knee cap extending a few inches from her bright red cloak. He traced the knee to the thigh and fired twice, scoring two hits.
But she did not spring up and fall as anticipated. Instead Scarlet pulled from the angle, took position on the adjacent side of the partition, and nearly caught Phetter’s surprised head with heavy blaster fire. Now he was pinned down, but the ramp had hid his profile well. He was at a loss, knowing full well the two shots he had hit her with jolted her, struck home where he was aiming, but she was just fine.
The thunderous roar of interstellar engines illegally running in the atmosphere began to echo in the docking bay. Scarlet’s large ship did not land; it merely hovered and its ramp descended to where the ramp was only a meter above the ground. The ship tilted to port, and Ignar tumbled out down the ramp; when he landed, Ignar appeared to be alive but dopey in movement.

Scarlet was making a run for the ship. Phetter thought to take a shot at her, but the ships ventral tri-cannons began targeting his ship. He got up and ran like hell; the shots were wild and crazy and the ship moved about to compensate. The pilot was a novice or crazy, for the shots were as wild as the control of the ship, slashing and hitting everything else many times until stray shots penetrated the ventral section of Phetter’s ship, catching his warmed up turbolaser cannon, and causing the appropriate destruction.
Phetter was quite clear of the blast, had his bearings, and could only witness the dangerous getaway; the ramp was not quite up and Fauna Scarlet was still half hanging her body over the edge. Once the ship cleared the roof she made it and the ramp closed, and the vessel thundered away.

Ignar, as Phetter approached him, kept stumbling and bumbling on his feet. He noted Phetter and said, “Stunned. I kept…..getting stunned….she’s got help…..It’s-.”

“I CAN SEE SHE’S GOT HELP YOU DEAF BANTHA’S ASS!” Phetter pointed his blaster at Ignar after yelling at him and put a blaster bolt right into Ignar’s left eye. Bitterly upset, he yelled further, “That’s the reason why I didn’t want you to mess with the ship! You tipped them off!”

Phetter holstered his blaster and ran for Ignar’s ship. Once on it and in the cockpit and the hull shut, the scavengers were starting to mull in. A few of the planet’s residents went to watch his old ship burn; many of them went to Ignar, drawing knives and looking rather famished.

When he lifted off, Phetter could not have dreamed a better fate for the dead Hand: food for the fodder. He had to regroup, and hope Fauna Scarlet did not change her plans. Pursuit was out of the question; on his scopes, the ship was already gone.

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

CHAPTER 18.2

The need to be sneaky after so much threatening Hidu Bog was making Cus Tadlan nervous as he made his way to an informant’s point. Unfortunately the assistant had to be the one to do it; Bog ordered him to, and Bog was too important to the rest of the Trade Federation, and the information had to do with leaks within their own information gathering system from the Department of Justice. All the more made risky for Tadlan had to do this alone, leaving behind his personal guard at the consulate, to meet the contact in the sublevels of Coruscant.
Squeezing his rounded palm blaster tightly in his webbed had, Tadlan struggled with his fear, loathing the mission and every troll he passed – all of the underground populace was trolls to him, creatures from the horrible stories told to him and every Neimoidian child. Tadlan knew to dress badly, how he hated to do that, and have no worth on him, and how he really hated that. It was necessity, to avoid being mugged by a crowd of cruelty that only knew contempt for their betters. It still left him vulnerable to other unfortunate crimes; a few creatures were eyeing Tadlan’s mouth when he passed them.

At last, heart attack figuratively in full gear, Tadlan found the meeting site. The Trade Federation glyph was painted on the foundation wall of a building that was many stories above him. He entered the shadowed ally and kept his pace slow, steady. His actions betrayed his fear, and the Neimoidian weakness to darkness; Neimoidians could not see in the dark, their night vision worse than Humans.

Further and further he went, Tadlan was confused that he had not run into his contact. He chanced the code greeting, saying, “I come bearing nothing.” Unfortunately it came out as a whisper. “I come bearing nothing.” The mumble was not audible enough. He knew it and kept going, and he said in a normal voice, “I come bearing noting.”

“That’s unfortunate; I come baring my soul.”

The proper response had come from behind Tadlan. He turned around….

The shadow that landed behind the contact ignited a lightsaber, and the blade eloquently penetrated the night, the shadows, and the contact. As the struck contact fell, it fired a blaster shot that missed Tadlan by mere centimeters. In a panic, Tadlan dropped his palm blaster and coward on the spot. The lightsaber shut off, however, and the killing shadow came closer.
“Oh no, Jedi, do not hurt me too,” whined Tadlan. “I was only doing what I was told.”

A familiar, deep, gentlemanly Human voice said, “No, you have not done what you were told.” Tadlan raised his face from his arms; he could not see who he was, but he knew him well. “If you had, you would not have been followed by Nute Gunray’s spies!”
“C-Count Dooku?” He felt Dooku’s hand grab his arm and was pulled to his feet and dragged back towards the street. Eventually Tadlan could see him. “You saved me?”

“I spared you!” shot Dooku back. “I heard about that assassin while at Foundry and came back here as fast as I could. Your fear as made you clumsy.” He glared into Tadlan’s eyes. “However, Lord Sidious values your ability to keep an eye on Hidu Bog.”

And then Dooku began to step Tadlan backwards towards the building. A threatening leer was clear on the old Human’s face. “That is, when you tell us everything.”

“I am, I swear!” whimpered Tadlan. “I hold nothing back!”

“Really?” Dooku eyed him with a terrible glare. “Really?”

Gulping, Tadlan felt weak kneed and said, “I…do my best to remember things. There is so much.”

“Would it help your memory to know,” began Dooku evenly, “that the assassin I just killed was hired by Hidu Bog.” Tadlan let his mouth open and his eyes rapidly blink. “As I said, you were clumsy the last time you shared information with the Sith. Gunray must never know Bog or you is in contact with us!”
“Bog ordered my retirement?” Neimoidians were real word players: they held the term ‘execution’ for criminals, but for them it was more naïve phrases of terminology. “He believes I gave Gunray information? I would never do such a thing! He knows that, he knows!”

“Quiet!” barked Dooku. Tadlan shrunk, and shrunk deeper when the Dark Jedi raised one of his old, crooked fingers and pointed it right in his face. “I want to know why he now wants to ‘retire’ you, Tadlan. What is going on that you are not telling us. Because, Tadlan, it is amazing how Bog can buy a ship on Corellia in person when he has not left the consulate!”

Tadlan whimpered and finally relented to the Dark Lord of the Sith. “He had a weapon, a paraphasic weapon, that he had not been able to function. He had decided to just put the worthless piece of junk out on the market, use its illegality to frame the Viceroy.”
“Without Lord Sidious’ permission, no less,” cursed Dooku.

“Bog wants what Gunray has,” cried Tadlan. “He believes aligning ourselves to you was a mistake. Taking out Gunray would sever such a tie, in Bog’s opinion.”
“Apparently he has not consider the fact that we would sever him,” warned Dooku.

“But something had gone wrong,” said Tadlan, continuing. “It happened on Breslin-.”

Dooku’s finger came up again. “Breslin! Careful, Tadlan, tell no lies here.”

“It was on Breslin,” said Tadlan in panic. “The buyer, the buyer had figured out how to make the weapon work.”
“What is this weapon?”

“It’s called a Wettlespear. A death ray.”

Dooku eyed Tadlan with real contempt. “A death ray. Are you serious?”

“A death ray,” said Tadlan adamantly. His courage lasted only as long as that statement. “The death ray. It can kill anything no matter where it strikes. No shield or even lightsaber can stop it.”
Dooku’s attention increased ten fold. “No lightsaber can stop it. What was Bog planning to do with such a weapon that no lightsaber can stop it! Perhaps use it against his former masters!”

Tadlan realizing the worse, he screamed, “Not to use against you! Not to use against you, I swear it!” The man shook the Neimoidian without touching him. “It was something he had been working on for years. He never got it to work, never! He wanted to frame Gunray with it; just thinking of building something like this is a crime. But-but-but the buyer…..he made it work. And he’s been killing random people with it!”
Tadlan licked his parched lips and continued. “Bog hired a Neimoidian expatriate, a former high inquisitor of the Trade Federation named Branch Lur, to hunt the killer and weapon down. Bog would have never put the weapon out there if it had worked-.”
“Do not stick up for him!” Dooku got taller than Tadlan quickly moving closer to him. “Continue your story in this.”

Tadlan said, “Lur originally took one of our ships, but he knew he was being tracked. He used Bog’s money to buy a new ship on Corellia. We have little luck keeping tabs on him, but he is in pursuit of the killer. So far the killer has taken the lives of four people that we know of. Bog is beginning to doubt Lur. He fears you will….”

Tadlan stopped talking when he remembered who he was talking to. Dooku just sneered at him contemptuously and said, “Fears that the Sith will eventually find out?” Tadlan nodded his head quickly. “The Sith always finds out, Tadlan. They always find out.”
Dooku grabbed Tadlan by the back of the neck and gave him a shove. “Run back to the consulate. Tell Hidu Bog the contact tried to kill you but you killed him. Tell him the contact had told you before you killed him that Nute Gunray sends his best. And Tadlan,” another crooked finger came up and pointed dangerously at the Neimoidian, “not one word of me. Do you understand, Tadlan, not one word about what really happened here. I warn you now, Tadlan: do our bidding and spy on Bog for us, or the next time my lightsaber finds its way through you.”
The Neimoidian forgot tact and just ran. He swore to himself he was not going to do anything like this again. But thoughts of running home or elsewhere were quashed by the memory of Dooku’s threat. The Sith always finds out; they always find out.
