CHAPTER 68.0

Unlike the death to be found on the roof top that made up Millennium Park, many of Coruscant’s ‘plant life’ was to be found indoors, in many places where the environments were artificially and perfectly controlled. This, of course, required individuals that cared for such things to pay admission to see such natural beauty. Not that such places on Coruscant were public credit makers of profit, and rarely did those that contributed annually to keep such places of beauty open bothered to ever see any of it. These places were basically left open by such contributors not out of appreciation but for bragging rights.
One of the oldest and most noted of those garden institutions was the Ho'Din Botany Institute, home of the massive variety of common and wild flowers that could be found, cultivated, and ‘procured’ – that is illegally obtained – throughout the galaxy. It was founded around the time the Ho’Din had joined the Republic, and it was a token of such gratitude, but still not immune to the bureaucracy of Coruscant. Like anything else in the Republic it was a bargaining token, sometimes used by the Ho’Din, sometimes against them, as a means to achieve some selfish gain. At least those visitors that could afford to enter the botanical expanse only saw the exotic beauty before them, seemingly reaching out to touch them – save of the Grasperia Ferns, they had to be kept behind a force field to prevent small children from being grabbed by its leaves and eaten.
On this day, on the other hand, with so many of the Senate elections coming to an end, and the day outside too gorgeous for anyone to want to plunk down fifty credits a head – one hundred for every child under twenty – Chancellor Palpatine had the place all to his own. His official line, as well as his unofficial line to his secret Sithian agents, was that he wanted to be alone. He hadn’t been to the institute in any capacity; something on his ‘Chancellor-Do’ list that he did have to get out of the way; Ho’Din were sensitive creatures when it came to both plants and politics. The Senate recess would not end for another week; given the coming affairs shortly, he would have little time for things such as this.
Reported to the Sith Master by his Sith Hands, last night Swar the Most Holy the Most Merciful’s hired assassin had failed to kill Coaxial at his Senatorial landing pad after Darth Sidious’ agents have given Swar the information. The agents had watched the drama unfold, watched as Senator Grim had arrived unexpectedly with a Narutan female in a crate prior to Senator Coaxial being dropped off. The Hands managed to capture the ship an hour later and learned from the Dug they tortured and eventually killed that he had just come from Ancesca, only mere moments before the Trade Federation had attacked it. 
Sidious did not like that news at all; in fact given what he had heard from his Hands at Ancesca, who were currently searching through the aftermath of the battle, Noss Phetter was the only one of the many individuals he wanted dead that had died. By every appearance, although Sidious wanted to be sure, Juna, Angelleia, Coy Madex, and whoever was with them had escaped certain death.
As for Grim and Coaxial, the two got in an argument with Grim punching Coaxial, but something changed the tide and it begged Grim to hurry. That brought the assassin to act, shooting Grim; from there the assassin was killed by yet undetermined means. A Bothan then would spring into action, knock Coaxial unconscious, and take the whole landing party, and the assassin’s body, with him with even more Bothans. In the end, the agents lost contact with the party at the Bothan consulate. There was a belief Grim was dead, that is until an hour ago when a press release in the HoloNet said Grim was to give a speech later today.
Negative developments aside, Sidious was a little pleased. After some scouring, the Hands identified the Bothan as the same Bothan that ran around with Grim to make Grim’s show. That answered an obvious question about Grim’s apparent lack of security. The Bothan Grosse was not on the Sith’s list of known Bothan spies, so if he was Si’ing, the Sith had to consider carefully how to proceed with this new information. Since his little visit with Hidu Bog, since spying that double ring birth mark on the back of Bog’s neck, the Phantom Menace had been taking a preverbal extra second before taking another step in any thoughtful direction.

This was the real reason why he visited the Ho'Din Botany Institute, the placation of the Ho’Din just killing another bird with the same. The Sith Master had a hunch ever since he had received that black rose message from the spirit Nessie that no real supernatural event had occurred. On the other hand, his security was top notch, and his own personal senses were tremendously good; that black rose got into his office somehow, and even without physical proof or anyone on his staff showing any sign of being tampered with in the Dark Side, Sidious was convinced that rose did not come from Korriban. At least it did not come directly from there. Certainly it was of the Fawni Genius variety, a type of hybrid flower cultivated by the late Nebula Nimh Ryder, Naressa’s grandmother, in honor of her late daughter years before. The hunch Darth Sidious had was that Nebula had that kind of black rose shipped off of Korriban, perhaps with Darth Rune’s own blessing when she ran the Sith Order. Time and again over the years the Sith Maidens, each of them, had their ‘rebellions against the Plan’ moments where they did things that nearly tipped the existence of the Sith when the Sith were in hiding. Was it out of boredom? Was it rebellion? Was it just that time of the month? Was it just something to it one could not see at first?
Whether the case may have been, as Palpatine, he walked alone in the gardens, with instructions for solitude as he looked for black roses, any black roses, on his own. Certainly Nebula’s hybrids were perhaps here, but there could have been other kinds; just a feeling he had. Answers could be sought by him by going to Korriban. Palpatine felt it was not just pointless but suspicious of him to make more than one off world trip without going to Naboo; no thanks to Coaxial, just enough suspicions about Rapier’s past associations made eyes glare upon him. It was just best to maintain appearances. Nonetheless, he felt a connection was possible with the Daughters of the Dark Side through those roses, and here was just as good as Korriban.
In rotunda displays, located in some of the less lighted areas of the show room landscape, presented what Palpatine was looking for. There they were, rows and rows of closed up black buds of various kinds, their various scents adding to their appeal and their rather erotic-feeling nature. They were in single rows, the twenty-four different varieties; he smirked, understanding another irony that up to Rune there were twenty-four Sith Maidens under the direct protection of the Sith; if Rune had succeeded in killing Jacen Solo, Naressa would have been twenty-five, and Juna her offspring twenty-six. And indeed, each row had a play on the name of every Sith Maiden; so much for mere coincidence and hiding from plain sight. At the very least, unlike all the other flowers in the gardens, the black rose’s historical plate, which provided information about the flowers, was nearly blank.
Glaring at the first, and most grand row of black roses that made the base, he read the inscription aloud, “Luna Rosa Noir.” He shook his head. “Even the Great Mother had no sense.” He bent down, though, and smelled the rose.

“Beautiful, are they not?” Palpatine blinked, stood up, and noted a rather handsome female, Human, with very dark brown skin, wearing shades of gray and bourbon upon her dressings. With a gentle smile she said, “Such special flowers, these, mysterious in what they do, and what they can do. Many a man and woman find themselves seduced by them, and normally they are our number one attraction.”

Sighing, Palpatine put on his best face and said, “I had a friend once who had such roses.”
“Do you see which variety?” she asked politely. “I only ask because, over many centuries, this institute has received these flowers anonymously.”

Palpatine mused, “You mean you just take these flowers, no questions asked?”

The woman just mused, “How many art centers on this world admit they received their original prints and priceless sculptures legally?”

“You have a point,” admitted Palpatine, finding the dark woman engaging. He said properly, “I am Dace. Palpatine.”

“I know who you are, Chancellor,” she said. “I am Mercuria Donnafhlane; a pleasure to meet you. I did not mean to interrupt, but you appeared too curious. I will leave you alone.”
“Oh, actually,” he stopped her with his words. “I was wondering” he eyed the flowers, noting some missing rose buds “does the institute allow for some of these rare flowers to….be given away to very special entities.”

“Officially no,” said Mercuria, “but it should be no surprise to you that such things do happen. Would you like one of these roses, Chancellor?” Before he could say, she went to the third row from the bottom and just plucked one of the roses there with her bare hand. She presented it to him. “Give this one a sniff, see how you like it, it’s on me.”

Palpatine took the flower and gave it an inhale. Oddly, the scent was nice, but not so unique. He had smelled the scent before. In fact, he had been smelling it for a minute now. 
When he noted Mercuria, and when he looked past her at the flower’s place card, her bright smile just grew into a mischievous flash of brilliance. There, on the card, it read: Mercuira Mischievous Genius.
“Sorry, Lord Sidious” said Mercuira flirtatiously, “I couldn’t resist. I always liked teasing Sith Lords. My Mother always said you Va’der types were just too serious.”

Tossing the rose bud back at Mercuria, Palpatine noted that she caught it cleanly. Daring himself to use the full power of his senses, he could tell now that, indeed, she was a Dark Spirit; familiar, all too familiar; her body was rotting in the Holy Grounds with the rest of them. Not pleased really by her teasing, he mused as she tucked the rose into the soil with her hands and fingers, “Well this is a rather unusual surprise. I did not expect one of you to be so-.”
“Plucky?” Mercuria brushed the dirt off of her brown-skinned hands. She asked, “Oh, you mean….ah yes. Well, I can do the snow white skin, yellow eye thing, but I can’t do ‘white’ if you know what I mean.” She winked and said, “And besides, you’re pretending to be someone else, so I might as well too.” She then said shyly, “Unless my dark skin just intimidates you?”

Shaking his head, he just looked at the order of the rows and noted, “Dorolee’s child; Luna’s granddaughter.”
Mercuria looked at him and said, “You looked smart when I first saw you on Korriban all those years ago. Everyone else said you were dumber than a bag of hydrospanners. But I’m going to stand up for you from now on.” She presented the display with both hands. “I mean, come on, Jedi are in here all the time and not once did they ever figure this out?” She just glared at the flowers. “Conquest: sometimes the conquered just don’t know who rules them.”
She then held up a finger and said, “Oh, and by the way, for trivia purposes.” Mercuria stroked one of the roses in the first row, which represented the Great Mother. “These roses were named Luna Rosa Noir BEFORE the Great Mother was ever named Luna Mystery.” She looked upward and mused, “She came here, she just had become of age, and the Great Father was still a Jedi then, pushing her around in her hover chair. She saw these roses and she didn’t know back then why she loved them. What she, and even the Great Father, did not realize that there was a sign up once that did say they were from Korriban. Go figure how those two missed it the first time, or any Jedi did since for a little while after that.”
“Interesting,” said Palpatine dully.
“Oh, don’t pout; it doesn’t become you,” said Mercuria. “I love your scowl. Can you scowl for me, or do you need the whole Dark Lord of the Sith getup to pull it off?”

“Why am I here?” questioned Palpatine. “I sometimes wonder why I even try with you Sith Maidens.”
“You want to know about the double rings.” Mercuria smiled and her finger began to play with the soil again. She began to slowly draw a circle. “You want to know what everything means that Nessie gave you nine months ago.” She drew the other circle, and her smile was so rich and genuine when she did it, as it the symbol gave her great joy. She looked at him and said, “A smart man does give up eventually when his short sightedness does not allow him to reach the answers.”

“I grow tired of such nonsense, of these games you females play,” said Palpatine. He looked around, noting they were very much alone; last thing he needed was people to see him talking to himself. He turned back and saw Mercuria was gone. “Sure, fade away.”

“Up here.” Palpatine looked up and to the side, and there she was, only this time Mercuria was dressed like the typical Sith; all in black, cloak on, hood over her head. She sat peacefully, carefully, on one of the higher rows, stroking one of the flowers of the Nebula Gemini variety. “You know what your flaw is, Master Sidious?”
“Feminine dark spirits?”

She shot him a look and purred, “Not witty one liners, obviously. No, it’s your great ability to accept what is shown and provided to you. You always were one that thought of yourself greater than your superiors.”
Palpatine just humored her and said, “The great mark of anyone like me is to be that way.”

“True, but every single Sith, every single one of them, have failed eventually on that premise. You are no different, just passing up on the interesting books once you get a look at its covers.” Mercuria inhaled the Nebula Gemini, exhaled, and continued to stroke the pedals. “You saw me as nothing more than a dark-skinned worker of this fine institution, not someone of importance to you, to the Sith, and to the Dark Side of the Force. Even with your thoughts and your soul calling out to us. Such arrogant ignorance will be your undoing; so much for learning from past mistakes your predecessors made.”
Standing up, Mercuria floated over the many rows of flowers on a downward angle. She landed easily on the floor, her trinkets and charms clinking that signified her as an E’qoerst and as a Sith Maiden. She presented him a rose bud she plucked from the row that designated Nebula Nimh Ryder’s existence in the Sith Maiden fold. She smiled, grabbed his wrist, her touch very cold, and lifted his hand to receive the rose.
“As you can see,” mused Mercuria, keeping his attention on the rose, which after closer examination Palpatine recognized the variety; these black roses were the kind used around Bendian’s memorial, “Nebula was in her granddaughter’s life long before Naressa Jaina knew it. That is the curse of having a Sith Lord for a mother; that arrogance just managed to factor into her perceptions like everything else passed along within the genetics of our kind.”

Palpatine fingered the rose, when he shouldn’t; he wanted to crush it. He hated these creatures, and Nebula Nimh was no exception to that. The black rose represented an attempt to unseat him, replace him, change his destiny, and it was a reminder that he almost allowed it, and it did began with that elder matriarch to him. The cursed women were no different than he was, but he took steps to be more than them. Still, that rose remained in peace in his palm.
“Well,” said Mercuria, drawing his attention back to her, “it appears you can’t crush that rose anymore than you could crush Hidu Bog’s head.” She raised a motherly finger. “That’s the question you should ask, Master Sidious.”
Palpatine just put his hands over the rose and thought aloud, “Those rings represent Sarch and Rapier-.”

“They represent Light and Darkness! They represent the Tragic Hero, the Keeper of Sanctuary, Thunderheart! They represent the Dark Hope, the Field of Korriban, the Krayt Dragon!” Very upset, Mercuria shook and Palpatine felt it in his body, shaking him. Hints of Dark Purity fought against her regular appearance. She said, “They are far more worthy than your contempt, by the Dark Side I wish you dead if you ever speak so lightly and disrespectfully of them again in my presence! Tread with no lasting impression here, Dark Jedi; I am not Nessie Sarch! You know you have rivals to your so-called rightful place in destiny! They won’t care how they come to claim what you have built up and are so very close to losing!”
Noting her power was coming from the flowers, Palpatine wisely took a few steps away from the display. The fear in him just tripled greatly; feelings of fear he had not been able to shake since Darth Rune, using Magus Faith’s body, had killed him once. Whenever these Sith Maidens were truly upset, they referred to him as a Dark Jedi and not as a Sith, for in their opinion they were the last true Sith. He was close to having pure blood as they were, but to them that was never enough, and thus their contempt in him was just amplified by that fact whenever he presented them out of sorts. He found himself, to his disgust, holding up his hands and begged, “I meant no disrespect.”
Mercuria’s eyes narrowed as any Sith’s should in the presence of liars. “Clearly, you don’t know the power of the Dark Side as you should!” She sighed and let out a breath that she could no longer have possessed. “Yes. Yes, those rings, those circles, represent Enothchild and Juna.”
“The Dragon Born is Angelleia.”

“Indeed, Belladonna, or Angelleia as you know her,” said Mercuria, and her mouth began to tug back into a smile. “She’s very beautiful. She has both her parent’s hearts.”

“Then what is her significance to me?”

Mercuria smile was a bit larger; she was a bit calmer. “There is none for you. The Dragon Born has no bearing on your destiny unless you allow her to, just as you did when you tested Juna at Breslin.” She shook her head and tisk, tisk him. “You should have left her alone.”
“Nessie thought otherwise.”

“She was only doing what she thought best, such as opening your mind to yourself.”

Confused by that, Palpatine frowned and asked, “What do you mean?”

Mercuria gestured seductively to follow her. He did so, and they walked quite a distance away from the black roses. This prompted Palpatine to say, “Who delivered that rose to my office?”

Smiling as she stopped and looked over her shoulder, Mercuria said, “Smart boy. It has occurred to you that there are just some places we cannot go, not without a little help” She produced another long stem black rose from somewhere on her spiritual person “from our friends. Of course it would have been a neat trick to pull off, send a flower through the cosmos, but that would have taken billions upon billions of years. As I said, you shouldn’t just accept what you see as face value.” She waved a hand over the black rose, and the bud was red and open and in bloom. She presented it to him. When he took it, she said, “The Sith are everywhere, Sidious, if you truly look. As allies. As enemies.”
When she did not elaborate and continued to lead him, Palpatine frowned. He held both black rose and red rose in his left hand as he finally caught up with Mercuria at a scribe pit, a six foot by six foot in ground sand box, its purpose to allow someone to draw in the sand whatever was on their mind with drawing pointer. Mercuria picked up the pointer, and again Palpatine looked around to see that they were completely alone, and once again she began to draw the circles in the sand, making sure she was very concise.

Finished with the circles, Mercuria presented the pointer and said, “Your turn.” She insisted with the pointer and smiled brightly. “I insist, please. Draw the symbol of your granddaughter.”

Palpatine again humored her and took the pointer. Recalling the original symbol on Korriban, he proceeded to draw the Vhinphyc-like head in the middle of the bisecting circles. Very suddenly he began to realize how very damn close his version was to the original version. When he was finished, he left the pointer in the sand and considered the significance of it. He lifted the pointer out of the sand and wrote Onidas Grim in a clean area of the sand, this time not from his memory. It was an exact replica of the original. He wrote Dragon Born. He wrote Blue Seed. He wrote all the others, and finally dropped the pointer.
“Nessie only showed you the way,” said Mercuria, stepping around him. “She had ignited the remnants of your love and devotion for your child, in order to bring forth something that has been gnawing on your intuitive sense for a very long time. What little Light that remained in you.”

“She took over my mind, my body!” yelled Palpatine.

“No, she only unleashed your heart’s desire,” clarified Mercuria. She went over to a row of flowers that overlooked the sand pit and began to pick and play on a particular type of violet. “You buried yourself in your commitment, as much as you could, and spited your daughter. No matter: you will always be connected to her through your heart.”

“I do not love Juna.”

“Liar,” said Mercuria casually. “Nessie proved it by touching that desire within you. And….”
Right on cue, Palpatine could see himself, back turned on Nessie, walking away, not wanting to talk anymore about Juna. Nessie shouted out her warning, but unlike before he chose to ignore her. Nessie raised her hands, and Darth Sidious stopped. Right then, Sidious turned right around, ignited his lightsaber, and in a flash of movement that was so extremely fast and so delicate it defied his very own skill he scribed those words and patterns that would haunt him for months. Once finished, Nessie vanished, and Sidious was were he remembered.
The plucking sound was just as profound as the truth that dawned on Palpatine, causing him to look at Mercuria, who just plucked a rather boring looking tulip. Ignoring what she had done, he demanded, “What did she do to me? How did she do it?”

Mercuria smiled and said, “You know.”

She just fingered the tulip a little bit more, placing the tulip on the big, bold sign that showed the display of flowers from where it had come from. The various tulips, daisies, wild flowers and germ were from Chandiss Prime, Bly Coaxial’s home world. 
Mercuria turned to Palpatine and continued, “You accepted what you saw wrongly, that Juna was your threat. That has allowed others to become contenders to your power. Onidas Grim is one of them.”
“Sithian,” said Palpatine. “Not political, but Sithian.”

Mercuria nodded and said, “Those of Dark Heritages will gain during the Age of Darkness, Master Sidious, it is written, it is guaranteed. Those of the Light will not. Onidas Grim is unaware of this fact, but in time he will know. Many others eventually will as well at their own pace.”
Mercuria’s hand suddenly slammed onto the Chandiss Prime tulip and she grounded the weak flower into the surface of the sign until its pedals and body just fell to pieces. Scowling, and then smiling with that scowl, she said, “Events are moving that you have started that will determine the rest of your destiny; it will begin with a moment that will appear unrelated to you very soon. It will, and must, come to pass. When it does, those that threaten your claim to power will slowly reveal themselves.”

As he was about to ask, someone in the organized jungle was shouting, “Chancellor! Chancellor Palpatine!”
Sensing the real urgency of the shouts, Palpatine turned back to Mercuria and quickly asked, “The rings on Bog’s neck, what does that mean?”

“He has been chosen to bare witness to justice.”

“Chosen by who?!”

Mercuria just smiled and said, “You know.”

“Chancellor! Chancellor!”

“Here!” Palpatine turned and yelled. He looked back to where Mercuria was and she was gone. He worked his mouth around the bad taste of little information he was able to gleam. He needed more time, but something had apparently happened in the Republic that had to garner his attention. Turning his attention to the moving shrubbery, he said, “I am here, Molson, just push through!”

Several of his staff finally breached the plants, and breathlessly one of the aides said, “Chancellor Palpatine, an incident on the planet Godric has just occurred that requires your attention. There’s been a shooting, the details are sketchy.”
“Say no more, let’s go,” instructed Palpatine. He glanced one more time back at that display of Chandiss Prime flowers, remembering not just what Mercuria had said about something going to happen, but also what she had done.

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

CHAPTER 68.1

The day was fantastic for any kind of gathering, and the Ramford Inn on Godric was filling up, the crowd growing minute by minute. News of the free event was late but the citizens of the capitol of Godric were still finding time to make Onidas’ surprise speech. Word had it his election opponent had already conceded, and that this large gathering would be a victory speech. From what Onidas had gathered himself from the planet’s governor Denstay Phantarus, his home rival and supporter of his opponent, his opponent was being made to stay in to the end for the sake of not looking as if Godric’s favorite son held total ownership over his seat.
Being the minimalist that he was, Onidas had a good, but small, election staff on hand on Godric, so the news of holding his surprise speech at the Ramford Inn put them on their heels. Grosse was a genius, understanding expediency and convenience and thus booking Onidas in a venue with a stage and a sound system in the large hotel’s indoor-outdoor convention complex always ready to go. And on such short notice, the owners of the establishment spared no expense on accommodating their soon-to-be reelected Senator.
In the back stage, Onidas’ secretary Pen strolled in the green room to find Onidas and Bly talking to one another while Grosse had his Grim Show transceiver on recording it; Edendell was in a chair in the corner, eyeing everything with big eyes while sucking down the catering. Unaware what had befallen the four just hours before, she smiled, ignored Edendell, and said, “Senator Coaxial, what are you doing here?”

“I’m introducing Onidas today,” said Bly, deflecting as much as possible his other intentions. “I figure that will be my new job, introducing dumber people than me.” Onidas gave him a shove in the small of his back.

“Thanks for coming, Pen,” said Onidas, standing up and grabbing hold of her hands. “I don’t mean to pull you away.”

“I figured you had to be like some of the other politicians I know,” she mused. She eyed Edendell again and asked, “A friend?”

“You could say that,” said Onidas. “At least because she’s eating those shell fish I hate so much that we keep getting on the menu.”

“That’s because you don’t change a thing,” reminded Pen. “Grosse, don’t you ever take time off?”

“When I’m dead,” said Grosse grumbled, staying in character. He switched off the recorder and noted, “It’s almost time for you, Senator Coaxial.”

“Quite,” said Bly, looking far better than he had for quite a long time. Both he and Grosse went to the door and said to Onidas, “I’ll try not to bore them.”
“Do so,” mused Onidas, “that way I look and sound good.”

“You need to lose sometime, Grim!” Bly just threw him a salute and left with Grosse.

Onidas walked over to portable multi-panel transmission screen and turned all the monitors on. Pen remarked, “Doing a Grim Show exclusive on this surprise speech?”
“Time delayed, but yeah,” said Onidas. Understandably, even with the deals in place, there were certain constraints to the broadcast streams and the speech was short notice. “I just want to thank the people ahead of time for voting for me.”

“But Coaxial, Onidas, really?”

“I understand, but understand what he says here today will not make any difference to me. I can afford to have my troubled friend speak. He needs a lift.”
Pen frowned a little and said, “If you say so.”

“I know so,” assured Onidas. “He got married after his fiasco, so I pretty sure he’ll want to just focus on that after this and all the deaths around him.”

“Deaths?”

“Yes, his colleagues on the committee.” The noise from the crowd outside was followed by an audio cue. It was generously kind applause, followed by Bly beginning to talk to the crowd. On the Grim Show monitor, it showed nothing; although the transmission feed was time delayed, the on-site feed was in real time. “From what I understand during my travel some of them were assassinated.”

“News to me,” said Pen, confused. She fluffed, “A shame. I just don’t follow politics at all.”
Onidas smiled and turned his attention back to the monitors; still no Grim Show feed, even though Bly was clearly speaking. He could barely hear his friend, but it was in the early part of his five minute speech; the last minute would contain his official notice to drop out. He joked, “Cripes, Grosse, it’s the red button on the right.”

“Do you want me to go see what the problem is?” asked Pen.

“No,” said Onidas, shaking his head. He tested the monitor by switching it to a HoloNet Channel that covered elections. After the switch, his guts strangled him from within; something was wrong. “No, it’s probably nothing.”
As the HoloNet feed came in loud and clear, and as Bly’s platitudes for Onidas just went on and on with cheers from the crowd, a live press conference was joined in progress, and a very live and well Harm Harmbles appeared. The Senator, or as the screen showed former Senator, was conceding to his opponent who had won by forty points in the planetary elections. Very somberly, after the concession speech was given, Harmbles wobbled away, and the pool reporter covering the event reminded everyone that it was live press conference.
Onidas felt his speech leave his mind as he racked his brains around what he just saw. Grosse had told him, and Bly, that Harmbles, Mix, and Yaggle had all been killed. 
This sudden correction in the stated facts made Onidas call up the election’s voting roll call, and furiously he worked the keys, trying to find more information. Right away he discovered that Mix had dropped out of the elections the day after the committee was dismissed and Yaggle was last seen casting a vote for herself.

Wiping his mouth, Onidas turned back to the Grim Show channel feed and it was still blank. The hairs on his neck stood up on end. Something bad had happened. Something bad was about to happen.

“Stay in this room, Pen, and lock the door!” shouted Onidas, kicking his chair out, causing Edendell to shriek. Outside, he grabbed his Godric detail and said the only thing that could get them to action. “There’s been a threat made on my life through my message account. Get Senator Coaxial off that stage now!”
“Right sir!” said the guard, pulling out his comlink. Just as he did, the crowd outside collectively screamed; an alert went out, and Onidas began to act. His first instinct was to head for the stage. “SIR! DON’T!”
Onidas broke the guard’s grasp as someone on all the active comlinks were yelling “SHOTS FIRED!” The detail managing the stage was rushing on it, which would have let Onidas on, but out of his sight line Grosse flushed out from the curtain and tackled Onidas to the ground.

“DON’T!” yelled Grosse in Onidas’ ear. Onidas didn’t hear him, fighting to get to his feet, but his wounded chest denying him much of strength. “DON’T!”

“You killed him, didn’t you, you son of a bitch!” Onidas was able to get out of his mouth before his struggles just overwhelmed his ability to breath for the task.

“THERE’S NOTHING YOU CAN DO FOR HIM!” barked Grosse. He managed to say, “I’m sorry.”

At that moment, Grosse was pulled off of him by the Godric detail; they assumed he was attacking Onidas. Grosse strangled out, “I’m so sorry, Grim!”
Onidas got to his feet, but the rest of the Godric detail had grabbed him by the arms and bullied him away from the stage; they ignored his pleas to let him go, following the protocol he had initiated in the hopes of saving his friend. The units of protection were all over Onidas now, he lost sight of everything. The next thing he knew he was in a covered transport, and it roared away from the Ramford Inn at a fast speed. 
Released in the transport, Onidas demanded, “Turn back!”

“Protocol is to take you to the capitol building for lockdown, no exceptions,” said one of the security agents.

“I said turn back or I’ll have your job!”

“You can have our jobs once it’s finished, Senator!” screamed the agent. “That is the way it works!”

Onidas could not fight against the established protocol here. He just then said, “Senator Coaxial, what happened?”

“He was shot,” said one of the agents in the rear of the transport.

“Is he alright? What’s his condition?” He noted the others were hesitant to say. Onidas demanded, “WHAT IS HIS CONDITION!”

“His head just exploded, sir,” said the agent from the rear. “He hesitated, looked ready to say something, and then his head just-.”
“He’s dead,” said the first agent that spoke to him. “We don’t know what did it, or where the shot had come from, if it was a shot.”
Furious, Onidas demanded, “Was it or wasn’t it a shot?” He looked at the men and he could not be any more adamant. “Was it or wasn’t it a shot, yes or no!”

“We don’t know!” said the first agent. He looked at his men and pointed out, “Random guesses only gives up random answers!” He looked towards Onidas. “I…We don’t have the faintest idea what happened! I promise you, though, I will get to the bottom of it!”

Onidas paled and his chest stopped hurting. He was not aware of his own labored breathing until now. The pain and enormity of what had transpired went away as his mind began to work again. It was just too much of a coincidence that Bly died the same way his would-be assassin had; just too much of an incredible circumstance. He said, “My secretary and my friend are locked in my waiting room back there. Have them secured and protected.”
“Already done, sir,” said the agent. “Anyone that was there is a suspect.” He added, “Standard operating procedure. If what you say is true, they won’t have anything to worry about.”

“Then have them transported to the capitol building A-SAP,” demanded Onidas. Thinking of Grosse, thinking of him as the one that had betrayed him, made his feel burned all over. “My cameraman, the Bothan that tackled me, I need to talk to him.”

“I saw the Bothan being detained after he had tackled you, but I don’t know more than that. But I will find out what I can.” The agent just said again, “Right now you are my only concern, sir! You should relax: I know, hard after what just happened. But you must: you don’t look good at all.”

Onidas had to sit back as the pain in his chest returned. Seething, he wallowed in that pain because he was furious with himself. It had never dawned on him for one moment something was wrong. Bly’s last words to him, about losing, made him sit down hard on the transport’s floor. He did not think fate would literally take his best friend’s words so seriously.

He lost his friend.

He felt like he had lost everything.
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