CHAPTER 33.0
Gusto’s Small Ship Repair was normally not an open all night business, and Gusto entered his small office to try to get the law officers to listen to reason.
“Don’t get me wrongo,” began the Toydarian, wings barely keeping his fat body up, “I have great respect for what you are doing, and it was terrible what happened-ah at the casino. Buttadis is running up me light be-ill!”

“Tell you what, Gusto,” said one of the CorSec officers, “you’re right: this is costing you too much money. I guess we should get the government to close this place down for good while we take a much closer look at your parts inventory. See if any of it matches parts from stolen starships from the Core Worlds. What do you say?”
Gusto held up his hands and sputtered, “Oh no, friendo, don’ta do that! No need, no need!”

“Gusto, you are the model of citizen cooperation,” said the CorSec officer. The four Corellians in the office laughed and would later share the joke with the other seven teams of four in strategic locations in and around the garage and the four mechanically-minded officers working on ships; the night shift complement, for the day shift sported less. “Why don’t you go to bed: one of us is going to confront the guy when he comes in anyways?”

“If he comes, if he comes,” mumbled Gusto as he fluttered towards the back room. “Only an oatmeal brain would come back, that’s for sure. Hey, Neimoidian!”

Branch Lur emerged from the very cramped fresher station and turned towards Gusto. The Toydarian said, “I should be-ill your Trade Federation for this in-too-shun.”

“Be my guest,” said Branch. “Care of Arbiter of Inventories Hidu Bog, Trade Federation Consulate, Coruscant.” 
As the Toydarian mumbled something about ‘frog legs’ Branch made his way to the CorSec officers and sat in a chair across from them. He leaned back and away from the windows. From Gusto’s office the whole entrance to the garage and the ship in question was in full view. “Anything, Lieutenant?”
“No sir,” said the CorSec officer who spoke to Gusto. “All clear outside too. You think we should have just kept this place locked up so we could catch him breaking in?”

Branch shook his head and said, “He is not a native of this world, so I doubt he knows this establishment’s work hours. He will be more comfortable coming here at night, and once he sees the place is open, he will calm himself in realization. He will enter calmer than we could ever hope. That will give us a full second advantage in response over him.”
It was, as Branch would realize, over the past two days, all they had. The casino’s records were erased by the Wettlespear attack; droids and other recording devices had not been spared by the unleashed energy either. Going through public records was a dead end, for Ord Mantell’s relaxed bureaucracy was so full of glitches and holes finding a public recording of McBain anywhere, getting on a public ship, was like picking out a certain snow flake in a blizzard. The currency exchange, of course, kept terrible records: all they got was that McBain got half his payout on a debit chit that was untraceable and the rest in Republic credits.

The Neimoidian checked his blaster for what was….he shook his head, he had lost count how many times he checked it. Two whole days of stake out, two whole hours of real sleep; not healthy or wise for an old male like himself. Branch knew it was rather stupid of him to play around with his weapon. He knew it was fully charged. He knew the safety was off. He knew it was set to kill, as was everyone else’s weapon was set. That full second advantage in response was about the right time needed to kill McBain before he killed anyone during the take down.

Killing McBain was not an option for the two Jedi Chancellor Palpatine could wrangle free for Ord Mantell, so Branch had excused them from the operation. Branch would have loved to placate the Jedi, but ever since the Aabracans on Desderanda X he saw no safe alternatives in retrieving the Wettlespear. Branch had never discussed with Casper how to apprehend McBain when he was still an unknown murderer almost a month ago. It seemed anticlimactic anyways to Branch: the Wettlespear was not a blaster a Jedi could yank from a hand, and too dangerous to try and take on up close with a lightsaber. Perhaps there was a way to take him peacefully, but not on Ord Mantell: for a mass murderer like McBain, CorSec had shoot-to-kill authority. The death toll officially stood at two thousands, five hundred, ninety-six. CorSec officers were not going to die for a mad man’s right to a fair trail, and Ord Mantell hoped their Corellian cousins would spare them the cost of one. For the sake of his own life, and for the lives of others with him, and the lives of those innocent in the future, Branch was not going to spare the stun bolt either.
“Sir?” questioned a young female CorSec officer, a sergeant by rank. Branch stretched his back as he looked at her. “Maybe you should grab some cot time. Get some rest.”

“I will in the morning, Sergeant, thank you,” said Branch. He noticed her looking at him oddly. “Is there something wrong?”

“You don’t remember me do you?” The female drew closer and took off her riot helmet. “I’m Mandi Cisca. I was in your class four years ago at U of C.”

“Really?” That woke Branch up, racking his brain trying to remember her. He would have thought to know her, since his classes were almost always small at the end. “I am sorry I do not remember you.”

She blushed and said, “Well…I’m kind of glad you didn’t remember. But…” Sergeant Cisca strained out, “I walked out of your class.”

Branch realized he was out of it: she did say four years ago. He said, “The Naboo protest.”

“Yeah,” she said bright red in embarrassment. “I thought I did the right thing then. I…didn’t. It was stupid.”

Branch thought about the protest back then, and then thought about what he had said at the Philosopher’s Guild. He gave a tiny smile and said, “You’re right: it was stupid. An act of democratic defiance that was meant to harm me made you look like a waste of time and effort, and thus it only harmed you.” She looked taken aback. “You knew it was wrong then: that was why you did it. Children do stupid things, especially those who do not conceive the idea that there is evil out to get them, no matter how passive they behave towards it.”
He leaned forward and said, “But now you have shown you have grown up. That, Sergeant Cisca, makes you one of a few very unique individuals to be found in this galaxy. It is not in your feeble attempt at an apology, but in your undeniable admission you were wrong.”
Sergeant Cisca slowly began to understand and she gave him a nod of respect. She slipped her helmet back on as Branch nodded back to her, and he watched her slither back to her position. One of the CorSec officers mumbled, “Good point. You should be a professor in college somewhere.”
Snorting, Branch said, “I will take that under advisement.” 

Aside from good Cisca, he really did not know these Humans at all. None of them were part of the CorSec outfit that investigated the MacCab murders on Corellia. They did not of him equally either. Branch found himself, however, in a position that was brewing into something better the longer things remained the way were. It was acceptance, and he dared hoped it was more than just the fact they were in the same fraternity known as law enforcement. Perhaps his reputation was preceding him, a Neimoidian like no other, dispensing justice for the actual sake of justice. In the Trade Federation those ideas were shattered the moment justice was bought. In the Republic it was not that much different. People hated him either way, because he believed in a theoretical concept known as law, because he was a Neimoidian and did not act as he should. Branch wondered if this was indeed the lonely path Enothchild Sarch the Vhinphyc had to take to be accepted even by his Jedi peers. Master Sarch had become a Jedi, and he was a Jedi to his death: he sadly did not meet the expectations of his detractors. In his life, Sarch proved and kept proving himself, until one day enough people did not look at him in fear or with indifference. Selfish it was, Branch hoped that perhaps this was that moment when the corner was turned. He only wanted a few people to like him; few were enough, just enough to replace the family that had disowned him.
“You know what,” began Branch, and carefully he rose and slipped into the shadows of the office. “I think I will grab a cot and hold onto until morning.” The others did not have a problem with it; they could see he was too overly determined and exhausted. He added, “Do not waste time to wake me up if our man comes in. The blaster fire will be sufficient.”
Once he accepted their smirks and waves, Branch slipped carefully around and through the back doorway where, in the corridor, a lousy cot was set up for quick naps. Branch laid down and found his feet and legs dangling over the foot of the bed by several long and uncomfortable inches. He mocked, “Humans.” Before nodding off he pulled out his comlink and after turning down the volume on it he did an audio only check of his messages.
Immediately, Casper’s voice woke him up: “Branch, its Casper. I heard about Ord Mantell. I have a prickly situation of my own at the moment, so I don’t know when I can help you again. I don’t know all the facts about what happened, but keep working with the Order and find that government list: our guy will stick to it. Whatever you hear about me, just keep working with the Order: the Wettlespear must be stopped. Until a later appropriate time you are on your own. I am sorry, I truly am. Stay safe, and may the Force be with you.”

Now he was very awake. “What in the nine blue hells was that?” Branch now wished he was back on the Jedi Joke for the message. It sounded as if his friend was in real trouble unlike the trouble he put himself in by leaving without permission. Undoubtedly, Casper must had left again. Sighing heavily with frustration, Branch doubted he would get any sleep now.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 33.1

“Sir!”

Branch popped his eyes open. He saw no one. He closed his eyes.

“Sir! Wake up, sir!”

This time Branch opened his inner eyes lids along with his regular eyes. Sergeant Cisca’s familiar face was looking down at him. She said, “Sir, we have a situation.”

Branch sat up faster than he dared thought he could sit up. Tired still, he about clunked heads with Cisca. He couldn’t talk because his tongue had no fluid in them; a trait that befell Neimoidians during their sleep cycle.

Cisca put a hand against his chest and said, “Easy, it’s not that kind of a problem. But it’s the kind of problem that ruins stake outs.”
Getting fluid back in his tongue, Branch got up and asked, “What is it exactly?”

“Not a what, a who. Someone that knows you. We had to drag him inside because he won’t stop shouting.”

Too curious for words any longer, Branch followed Cisca from the back room and through the office. Once on the stairs to the main work floor, the grating voice reached Branch’s lobes and he swore a blood vessel had ruptured in his skull. He recognized that voice all too well, and he fought to keep his weapon holstered.
“I protest this treatment! No I will not shut up! I demand to see Special Investigator Branch Lur! I know my rights! Do you know who I am!”
That last statement even got on Branch’s last nerve as it did the CorSec officers that heard it a million times in the past. He was going to yell at his fellow Neimoidian Cus Tadlan, who was throwing a Human child-like temper tantrum of epic proportions right in the middle of the garage. But Branch could not get his lips to work; real rage like he felt, not the outrage like Tadlan was expressing, caused certain biological functions to cease in his kind.
“There you argh!” The CorSec officers watched very closely as Branch simply pinched Tadlan’s left hand; the Assistant to the Arbiter of Inventories body locked up and his face transformed into a mask of hilarity the Corellians had never believed a Neimoidian could express. Tadlan tried and failed to talk; the pain alone was great, but it was Branch’s control over his blood nerve that ceased his obsessive yelling. They were going to remember that move the next time they dealt with a Neimoidian.
Branch pulled Tadlan over to the furthest, darkest corner of the garage as the CorSec officers immediate checked their compromised situation. Tadlan had no choice but to follow. When he was released, his blood started flowing and he weakly slumped against the wall.
Of course, he had to speak in a raised voice, “Why in the nine blue hells did you do that!”

“Are you brain dead!” swore Branch in a strained whisper. “We are in the middle of a stake out here!”

Tadlan looked about and said, again loudly, “I do not see a fire pit to roast your steak!”

Branch blew out his lips and gritted out a classic insult. “When the Great Arbiter of the Cosmos was giving away knowledge for free you passed and waited for the clearance sale!” He explained it to Tadlan as we would have to his youngest child. “We were lying in wait. This is a trap for the killer that possesses the Wettlespear. His ship is in this garage, he may, and I emphasize this as if it was a tax increase MAY, come back for it. It would be a real shame if, and it is a big if, Cus Tadlan was shouting my name and title all over Ord Mantell and the killer heard it.”
Tadlan blinked and said in a loud voice, again, “But I did not shout it out all over Ord Mantell.”

Branch’s hand found his blaster; he did not pull it. Oh, how hard it was not to pull the blaster out! He wondered what really had stopped him; CorSec might not have cared. “At least speak quietly, Tadlan. Give me that.”
“I am sure,” began Tadlan, but he noted Branch’s motion to keep turning his vocal sound down. “I am sure you are aware of the disaster on Coruscant perpetrated by Senator Coaxial.”

“I could care less about it,” said Branch. “That is your problem, Hidu Bog’s problem, Nute Gunray’s problem, and Lott Dod’s problem. My problem is taking down this killer of thousands while you ruin my ambush.”
“But you had failed, Lur,” said Tadlan. “You told Bog you had him.”

“I said I was close.” Branch stopped it right there: he was so close to McBain it was unbelievable. “I told Bog specifically that.”
“Indeed you did, and now it is over.” Tadlan adjusted his brilliant robes. “Arbiter Bog is ceasing the operation. The rumors are true: Coaxial is bringing forth a tsunami of politics against us and he needs every asset he has to counter it.”

“He needs to cover his buttocks,” said Branch. “He’s afraid the Senate will probe his finances and find me spending so freely about, looking for something illegal.” He pointed at Tadlan hard in the chest and said, “He can afford a few more days.”

“He says you may keep the ship and the credits you removed from the account as compensation.” Tadlan held out his hand. “But I must take your credentials.”

Branch narrowed his eyes and said, “Without those Senate-authorized credentials I have no access to authorities!”

“That is the point,” said Tadlan, still holding out his hand. “You are done, Lur! Take your compensation and be quiet if you do not want to be a part of the mayhem that will follow.”
“I was promised far more than a ship and credits: I was promised my citizenship back!” Branch’s voice was rising in volume; he did not care now. Branch did not consider he would get his citizenship back, and his primary motivation to look for the weapon in question was to bury the Trade Federation. But he nonetheless found himself really upset about that.

“If you completed the task: you have not,” said Tadlan, again gesturing with his hand. “Those credentials expire anyways if you do not give them to me.” 
Putting his hands on his stomach, Branch pointed out, “Suppose I go to the Jedi Order with what I know.”
Tadlan made a mute face and lowered his hand. He said quietly, “I see. I suppose then that is your choice.”
“Tell Bog the end is near in this.” Branch grabbed hold of Tadlan’s arm and directed him towards the customer service door. “The end of the week.”

“He will not approve,” stressed Tadlan.

“Make him.” Branch gestured to the CorSec officers minding the door, “Make certain this male is not seen. He is leaving.”

Tadlan said nothing else as Branch turned his back to him. The clock was ticking away over McBain’s return anyways. By the end of the week, if McBain had not returned by then, the sting operation would have to be suspended. He reached Cisca, who was with her superior officer, and said, “Some fool from Coruscant. I swear I did not know he was coming.”

“Damn bureaucrats,” said the lieutenant. “Can’t take a hint that this is a fricking sting, they don’t need to know everything going down.”

“Do we forget it then?” asked Cisca. “I mean that blowhard was blowing hard the moment one of the perimeter men thought he was you and talked to him.”
“Perhaps,” admitted Branch. He then expressed his real reason why he approached the command. “Is the ship affixed with a tracking device?”

“Oh yeah,” said Sergeant Cisca. “Had our starshipwright install it deep in the engine bell, hooked it the reactor line. Frequency is point four one terahertz.”
Branch frowned at that range. “That’s a loud beacon.”
“He’s not going to notice it if we let him get away,” assured the lieutenant. He pointed at the literal piece of junk with a figurative rodent wheel for a hyperdrive. “You would not believe the wood – WOOD – they pulled out of that thing. We thought it was a joke, using a cord log as a stabilizer. Turns out the tree had grown through the ship, no bullshit,” he had noted Branch’s disbelieving look “I thought you knew.”

“I was too busy coordinating with the government to notice,” said Branch. He eyeballed the nameless vessel.

“Anyways,” continued the lieutenant, “the tree had grown and infused into some old iron struts in the frame, so whoever fixed the ship just cut the ship free from the tree and welded scrap plates over the damage.” He shook his head. “I never seen anything like it; even amateur ship builders back home are not this insane. I mean, the guy does astronavigation and light speed calculations by hand and by a star chart well over two hundred years old.”
Cisca shook her head and said, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but the Force is totally with this guy if he got here from Corellia.”

Branch was going to agree, or at least express astonishment with the caveat that McBain was not Force blessed because of his evil deeds, until multiple blaster fire erupted angrily outside. Their ear transceiver buds screamed with blaster fire and retreating CorSec officers. It was followed by a few dying grunts.
Branch went for the main doorway and stopped as he looked past the CorSec officers running past him to take cover. To his horror, from the darkness, marched numerous sentry droids; the old model of battle droids the Trade Federation had used exclusively once.
And it seemed to him there were hundreds of them!

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

CHAPTER 33.2

After many attempts to contact his leader had failed with modern day equipment, McBain decided he had little choice but return to Ord Mantell. More out of stupidity than confidence, McBain did not change his appearance at all as he took a public shuttle from Aserch back to Ord Mantell. No one, however, paid him any notice; not even the authorities at the entrances; the Jedi were not at the particular public port he arrived at, a shuttle to the Mesa Aint Hotel and Casino. As he walked the streets he was a little cautious, but his recklessness was not going to cost him anything this night.
McBain managed to get to the space port when he noted a strange ship leaving behind rows and rows of droids. He had seen such droids before, far away from here, and they sounded just as rusty as they looked under the security lights of the port. The smell of smoke drew his attention to the port tower; that’s when he realized it was destroyed.
“Sentry droids!” exclaimed McBain, and he quickly found cover, wise enough to understand an attack once he saw it. That was some of the old folk had called them when he played with their junk remains back home as a child; leftovers of some war between some fools over some foolish thing for some foolish reasons.
Then the strangest thing he had ever seen happened: two four-legged metal things emerged from the stairs of the port tower and transformed into metallic balls, and then they proceeded to roll quickly away. They never saw him, the destroyer droids of the Trade Federation, as they rolled for Cus Tadlan’s ship that waited for them in another port.
Carefully, McBain slipped from the shadows and looked for the sentry droids; they were gone. He could not hear their march, so he proceeded casually for Gusto’s garage. The blaster fire stopped him; the blaster bolts around his head made him dive for cover. The noise was tremendous, starting to arouse the surrounding dry dock into alert mode.

McBain immediately rethought his idea and thought about leaving, but suddenly behind his lying down position sentry droids clanked their rusty way towards him. In that split second he errantly raised his right hand and pointed the Wettlespear at the yet unaware robotic targets. He then realized three mistakes; the first one was the Wettlespear worked best against living targets; the second is that it did scramble some electronic devices but that meant no guarantee against combat droids; the third and most obvious was that the unique battery of the Wettlespear was still quite dead from the last time he had used it. He was dead; he began to say his prayers.

“Target acquired,” said the sentry droids in unison. The thin shaped, bulb headed, well armed droids marched on, and walked right past the stunned man. “Roger, roger: target Neimoidian, Lur, Branch, tax number zero nine one one three seven seven dash four two nine dash nine nine nine nine six two two. Targets acquired, roger, roger: supporting armed force, Corellian Sector Force. Terminate all confirmed targets.”

Hearing the information, McBain opened one eye and just watched the rows and rows of sentry droids repeat the same message over and over as they walked around him. 
What McBain did not know – but Branch did know as he heard the same message from the droids before taking cover himself in Gusto’s -- was that sentry droids were replaced by the current model of battle droids decades ago for their lack of expansive programming protocol. Sentry models this old required a specific target programmed into their automated awareness; they had no true artificial intelligence because they were not controlled remotely from another location or as in the Invasion of Naboo by a droid command ship. More so than the battle droids currently deployed, sentry droids needed great numbers in order to achieve any measurable success even in a small operation like this; their design was cumbersome – made more so by neglect based on the rust on them – and their combat package was child like; they did not run, and with no real targeting program the droids just shot straight in front of them; terrible if one was by itself, but enough together firing usually meant one bolt out of many would actually hit its target.
Meanwhile, in the garage…

“ALL UNITS, WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!” yelled the lieutenant over the emergency band. “TRAD FED SENTRY DROIDS! HUNDREDS OF THEM! FIVE MEN DOWN! REQUEST HELP-!”
Before Branch could see how dead the lieutenant was behind him, Sergeant Cisca was grabbing him by the collar and pulling him over and away from McBain’s ship. The sentry droids had defeated the last remnants of the outside CorSec watch. Cisca recognized two problems and had to solve them. The first solution was to split the en masse sentry droids into two so whoever came as reinforcements had less to compete with on their flank. The second solution was to give Branch Lur some safety space; the Neimoidian’s frail body was not made for any physical running or elusive diving, and if Branch decided to run he was going to need a head start.

Cover fire suppressed the little of the droid attack; they were too mindless for their own operationally safety and too focused on their primary target that dragged the female Human’s progress. They fired and fired and fired, many dozens of them, conceding much of their strength to the opposite side where many CorSec officers held their ground.

Three shots clipped and stunned Cisca, but she managed to push Branch past her behind a next of crates before she crawled for safety. She pulled herself over and behind him and hissed, “I’m okay. Torque armor got most of it.”
Branch slipped over the top of the crate but dropped when a rain of fire struck the metallic crates. He noted the other CorSec officers behind the main battle line of droids were taking high point positions to take out the rear; another minute, and the tide would turn. He told her, “Stay down! We will be outflanking them shortly!”
Outside, McBain noted the second wave of sentry droids heading into the garage and no fire fight outside. Courageous if not stupid, McBain slipped himself right into the middle of the formation, his head down, his body crouched. In his position very little could reach him so long as the droids maintained their formation. The sentry droids paid no mind as they opened fire on the flanking high CorSec officers. Closer and closer the droids moved near McBain’s ship. Eventually McBain broke for it and got inside. Panicking, he was totally unaware of the CorSec presence outside. He sealed the hatch, but engine warm up took long minutes.
The whine of old repulsors got Branch’s attention. He peered around his nearly ruined crate and took note of the old ship’s landing lights: they were on. “Someone is on that ship!”
Cisca stole a glance before the sentry droids chased them with fire. Their group as one moved back for the far wall, running out of room, running out of places to hide. The flankers on the catwalk behind them were barely punching a hole into the attack because of the second wave of sentry droids.

The wall behind Branch and his group broke open, caused by a garbage speeder. From the hole and from the cab of the garbage speeder the day shift CorSec personnel spilled out and provided new suppression fire. Branch and the others exited through the hole.
“THEY ARE AFTER ME!” yelled Branch over the noise, hoping the others would pick it up over their transceivers. “LET THEM COME AFTER ME, BOTTLENECK THEM!” As he backtracked he yelled, “ON THE CATWALK: WHO IS IN OUR SHIP!”
Over their earphones someone said, “Not us! Did not see who it was, repeat did not see-.” Static!

As Branch expected, the mindless programming of the sentry droids made them come to the hole in the wall; battle droids, or their controllers at least, would have had the mind to send their rear group back out and around the main entrance to flank Branch’s group. With the concentration of fire on the hole, sentry droids were falling and filling the hole. But there were still too many of them; inside it was a sea of metal, and some of the CorSec officers on the catwalk were dying.

“We have to flank them!” ordered Branch. “That ship cannot be allowed to take off!”

Sergeant Cisca tapped the shoulders of several of her colleagues and they quickly ran around the corner. There were lines of sentry droids, scrambling to get in.

“Fire and cover!” Cisca ordered, and all thirteen CorSec officers unleashed a fury on the back side as quickly as possible. They scored impressive kills, but the rear most of the group was not going to for the main garage entrance but, as programmed, they were heading for the CorSec’s position. The group pulled away from the garage: two officers did not make it.
Cisca’s group found barely little cover behind the advertising boards that littered the sidewalks. She sized up the situation and warned, “Lur, they’re coming your way after us! There’s just too many of them!”

Branch lead a few officers over to the corner; they were in a bad position when they considered the corner, and they had to pray the droids continued to be poor shots. Another group came behind Branch’s group and their leader yelled, “The hole’s full! They won’t come through that for about another minute!”
“Can you get that garbage truck unstuck!” asked Branch.

“Negative, we’ve been trying!”

Branch said, “Cisca, drawing fire!”

Cisca’s group responded with just that, pounding the nearest regiment with blister shots. As the sentry droids turned their attention towards her group, Branch’s much larger group turned the corner and picked them off with blind fire. The droids’ permanent marching formation made them too easy targets. But again the rally fell short; too many droids.

Cisca’s group did the gambit again and made end roads, but her group was running out of signs to hide behind.

Branch’s group unleashed another volley of destruction but their corner was slowly being eaten away from return fire. They needed either those officers on the catwalk to get free from the battle inside in order to outflank their aggressors, or those two Jedi they had regrettably dismissed.

Meanwhile inside, the indicators turned green for McBain. There were some newer systems in his old tube and it was going to take him a while to understand them. However the basic functions were intact and understandable. Ahead of him was still an army of unaware sentry droids firing on everyone else. Wisely he activated the upgraded shield array and engaged the repulsorlift engines. He throttled forward, destroying the sentry droids in his path.
The departing ship’s actions freed up the Corellians pinned on the catwalk. The ship also took out the revolving back lot of droids, clearing the way for the perfect backdoor blitzkrieg. The nine officers split their numbers; five remained on the stairwell for angular down shots, the rest went outside and with a rebellious yell they opened fire. It did not seem possible, but the droid’s single-minded need to kill Branch Lur once again cost them as their focus kept training ahead of them. With enough of them destroyed from the back, Cisca’s and Branch’s groups collectively fired with the rear group until their shots splashed the others.

“CEASE FIRE! CEASE FIRE! CEASE FIRE!” Cisca kept yelling and screaming until it grew very quiet. The whole area stunk of ozone and carbon; a fog of battle drifting upward from trashed droids, blaster barrels, structures, and downed people.

“Ord Mantell command and control: I need emergency crews at my position now!” cried Sergeant Cisca through a separate comlink. She changed out her power pack and slipped a fully charged one in with a hard slap. The group from the garage came up to the ruined piles of droids and took care not to pass them; some of the droids were still moving. She said to them through the comm channel in her headset, “Did our ship take off?”

“Unfortunately, Sergeant,” said the officer mournfully. “It looked like our guy too from my position.”
“Son of a BITCH!” Cisca took off her headset and threw away from the scene. She let out a feminine, but ferocious, growl that turned into a scream of outrage. After a few moments, she went back to her group and said, “Let’s get this secured and get our people treated and taken care of. That ship’s being tracked: we’ll catch up with him.”
Branch came up to her and said, “I know how you feel. You don’t want to give him half a chance at full escape. I don’t like this any more than you do.”

She shook her head and said, “How in the hell did this guy get an army of sentry droids? Where in the hell did they come from?”

Mournfully, the Neimoidian said, “I do believe he was only making the best out of the situation someone had unknowingly gave to him.” Branch lead her over to the pile of sentry droids. One was moving its head and repeating:

“Target acquired, roger, roger: target Neimoidian, Lur, Branch, tax number zero nine one one three seven seven dash four two nine dash nine nine nine nine six two two. Roger, roger: target Neimoidian, Lur, Branch, tax number zero nine one one three seven seven dash four two nine dash nine nine nine nine six two two. Roger, roger: target Neimoidian, Lur, Branch, tax number zero nine one one three seven seven dash four two nine dash nine nine nine nine six two two. Target acquired….”

“Damn you, Bog,” cursed Branch, ignoring Cisca’s puzzled look. Via Tadlan, he knew damn well who had sent the droids. He would never prove it, but to him it was not a matter for the courts. “You will pay for this, Bog. You will pay for it.”

