CHAPTER 12.0
After a while, he got used to it.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

It was a bureaucratic job with its own importance, in which by the end of each year they were truly busy around slated elections: the legalities, the petitions, the ballots, the candidates, the registration, the voting, the counting, and the cleaning up of the mess. It appeared during their off time that the seven counter persons of the Human-lead world in the Colonies they really focused on honing their greeting technique: the same processed and prepared statement some of them have spoken for quite a few decades. Alas they once again did not work on their eye contact, or they way they rudely expressed their wishes for the purpose of registering to vote.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

The Sith’s Hand that worked at counter number three found himself wondering if he had switched allegiances every time he spoke the greeting. He pictured that this had to be how the Jedi Knights operated within their religion; rehearsed lines of bad philosophy and blind obedience to the cause of so-called ‘good. Not only to give himself a private chuckle, but to make him consciously aware as to why he had been working at this facility for the past four months. Every day, the same thing: slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly becoming a droid.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

The excitement was never ending: greet, examine, stamp, move along; others would sort through the pile of electronic documents later and send the appropriate response. For a change of pace, someone would ask a question. To try and prevent the shaving of years of off his life expectancy he gave them a quick, short answer, stamped, and sent them along. It was not his idea: the rules said he had to only answer one question asked at anytime.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

Sometimes being a Sith’s Hand was trivial, sometimes it was rewarding, and sometimes lethal. Everyday here, Dorsa would discover new subcategories of subtext, and unfortunately he had went through every singe and two part word he could think of. He decided not to repeat the same words again and thought of the three word phrase ‘bored boringly bored’!

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

There was a purpose for such a medial task. Darth Sidious had a plan. After hearing what Master Sidious wanted the selected Sith’s Hands to hear, he thought it was a good plan.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

The Sith Order tried the plan over four years ago on Naboo with tremendous success; Master Sidious called it Sherwood. 
According to Darth Tyranus, the Sith Lord who oversaw the Sherwood Plan as their Master took over the Republic, they had learned much from the original Sherwood to extend it galaxy wide in a selective manner, which this time it meant Sith agents right on top to ensure that Sherwood was executed and then quickly removed from the scene. There were quite a few contenders Master Sidious had liked to become stalwarts of Supreme Chancellor Palpatine’s grand reform vision. Each of these new candidates had their own unique uses; some knew of their uses to the Sith, many others did not.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

The man who called himself Dorsa was just as much in the dark – pun intended – of which were on his side. During times like these, the doldrums of his assigned task made him stupid, thoughtless, unaware, and lacking an independent mind. Sith’s Hands were often ordered to become a part of their environment: mission accomplished for poor Dorsa.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections, I am Dorsa, please provide proof of existence.”

Like everyone else at their stations, acting like robots, Dorsa barely said his greeting. He hardly looked anyone in the eyes. He was electro-stamping an electron doc before anyone could ask a question about the upcoming election. Breaks never lasted, lunch was always horrible because it never appeared to last.

“Welcome to the Balduraan Department of Elections-.”

“Yes.”

Dorsa blinked from his hypnotic trance of work and thought and looked up. At first he thought he was dreaming and rubbed his eyes. As he did the female in front of him spoke again, “I need to speak to your supervisor.”

After rubbing his eyes Dorsa saw he was not dreaming. It was a female, adult, heavily cloaked, but….he never saw a creature like her before. He had been flashed trained to remember the identifying marks of known alien species. This woman, if he could call her that, was as alien to him as an alien could get. Humanoid in shape as far as he could tell, she did have hair, some very unique eyes, but….it was her skin. He never saw an alien with such skin!

The creature flashed data credentials that identified her. She said with authority, “Fauna Scarlet, Special Senate Investigator. Get me your supervisor right now.”

Dorsa found Sith’s Hand mode right away: alert and still acting the part of a bored, programmed bureaucrat. His mind worked as he got the supervisor because this was very wrong. With the fix in starting at the Supreme Chancellor’s chair Dorsa should had been given a heads up.

The unusual alien, who spoke Basic very well, said to the supervisor,” Fauna Scarlet, Special Senate Investigator. I am here to inspect your entire voting operation.”

The supervisor took a moment to try and understand what the hell he was looking at, and then demanded, “Under whose authority, miss?”

“Under the authority of the Republic Senate Special Select Committee on Federal Elections, headed by Chairman Senator Bail Organa of Alderaan.” The mysterious Fauna Scarlet handed over a hard document. “I am authorized by the Senate, which by proxy your government, to do an unannounced inspection to ensure Republic election guidelines are obeyed and there are no hints of voter fraud.”

Dorsa hid his shock very well by swaying behind his worthless supervisor. All of this was news to him. The last he knew, the freshmen Senator from Alderaan was part of the Petitions Committee; the group of Senators that took committee measures and put them in the first or final draft of any legislative bill.

“I will need to verify this,” said the supervisor.

“You may do so while I proceed with my investigation,” said Fauna Scarlet. She eyed the supervisor rather coldly. “I will start with your mainframe.”

“Now wait a min-.”

“Sir, if you do not let me look at those mainframes right now, I will have your world’s election invalidated and you will not have a representative in the Senate.” A very acrylic shine, hard candy shell-like red hand rose and extended a finger at the supervisor. “Then I will leave it to your former Senator and his opponent to come after you in demanding an explanation.”

Gulping and sweating, the supervisor said, “Get back to work, Dorsa. I-I have to tend to this.”

Dorsa did go back to work and watched the mysterious woman and the supervisor go behind the central counter and into the back room. He half did his job the rest of his shift, but as the office began to close Fauna Scarlet came out of the back and said nothing more. She just left the office.

The other employees, Dorsa included, caught up with the supervisor shortly thereafter. The supervisor only said, “I’m sorry, I can’t say a damn thing about it. As far as you guys know it didn’t happen, so let’s pack up and go home. Tomorrow is another day.”

Dorsa did not have until tomorrow. He left as fast as he could and got to his domicile in the center of the capital city of Beseran. He made some calls and eventually a familiar face responded via the HoloNet.

“Yes, Dorsa, what is it,” spoke an annoyed Noss Phetter.

“Noss, we have a problem,” began Dorsa. “Some female showed up at the Elections Department here wanting to look at every aspect of Balduraan’s election apparatus. She said she was from the Republic.”

“Relax, Dorsa, the Republic sends inspectors out this time of the year,” assured Phetter.

“I know; they were here last week. This gal was sent by Bail Organa.”

Phetter’s face fell. “Who?”

“She said Organa sent her on behalf of the Special Select Committee on Federal Elections. She had legitimate credentials, paperwork, everything.” Dorsa could see Phetter’s growing concern on his face. “Not good?”

“Organa is still in the Petitions Committee,” stressed Phetter with gritted teeth. “Lord Sidious put him there for a reason, Dorsa. She wasn’t sent by Organa.”

“I didn’t know that!” He could see Phetter clearly did not like the news, and he Dorsa knew he could reach Master Sidious’ ear. “S-She had the okay. The supervisor talked to the higher ups and they had to go along with it.”

 “Do you know what she looked at?”

“No, I didn’t have the chance to see what exactly. She said she was looking into all of it.”

Phetter did not give it another thought. “We can’t wait on this. You go back there and check on Sherwood. Call me back at anytime, Dorsa. And Dorsa: watch your back. It could be a trap. We just got no choice, not this close to the elections.”

Dorsa nodded and shut the transceiver off.

Two days later, Phetter made his way to Human colony within the border of the Trade Federation called Ursulus to meet up with Lord Tyranus in an upscale tapcafe called the Giving Goldenrod. Count Dooku had been making the rounds lately in the Trade Federation member systems at Lord Sidious’ command as part of the Sith Master’s Master Plan. After Dorsa had first contacted him Phetter put a call to Tyranus. The Dark Jedi instructed Phetter to gather more information before ever contacting him again. Phetter did, and this time he forced Tyranus to meet him instead of giving him the information over the HoloNet. He was sure Tyranus would not be pleased, but Phetter did not fear him.

In such a classy place, for Ursulus had no poor – it was illegal to live in poverty – Dooku strolled in unafraid of who might identify him; there was no need for such an important man to be hiding under cloaks hoping to stay in the shadows here in such a brightly lit, pompous tavern. Although many kept to themselves Dooku managed to lower his voice down to a hush. “This have better be good, Phetter. I was to go to the Banking Guild today.”

Ignoring his commander, Phetter said, “Sherwood has definitely been compromised on Balduraan.”

Dooku took the news with unreadable stoicism. “Our agent is certain now?”

“No question,” said Phetter, taking a look around. “It took Dorsa up till three hours ago to find the compromise in the Sherwood code. He had been awake all this time slicing that election database since he called me, it took that long.” He took another look around. “As far as he could tell, this so called government agent went right to Sherwood.”

“How can he tell,” reasoned Dooku.

“There are traces of it, such as this woman created a new Sherwood path, erasing the contents of the original. In the new Sherwood file the mathematics are longer, very complex. Based on Dorsa’s arithmetic, the software will work correctly through Sherwood.”

“Damn.” Dooku put his hands tight together and was genuinely flustered.

“There’s more,” said Phetter. “This new line of code has a file shift subroutine in it.” Dooku glared at him. “It means if Dorsa tried to undo the change it creates a very large, bright digital trail, and it’s connected the operational library files. Remove it, and both the software and the voting database don’t work. That in turn gets the Republic to dig deep into the system, and if they do that, they’ll find our manipulations.”

“This creature knew where to go,” wondered Dooku, trying to shed a lot more light on the problem. “Sherwood was not so easily installed in the first place. It was blind installed for Force sakes, how-.” He stopped and his dark eyes grew large when it occurred to him what it did mean.

“I don’t know how,” said Phetter. “Whoever this woman is, whoever she is doing it for, she is very good with a computer. She’s far better than any of us.”

Dooku kept his realization to himself. He could not trust the arrogant and ambitious Phetter. The man had desired to learn more from Darth Sidious when Darth Maul was defeated; his Master had told him as much. Phetter would come to know the truth with some thought, but the Sith Lord was not going to help him.

“The woman, what does she look like,” said Dooku to keep the conversation moving and Phetter unthinking.

Phetter rubbed his chin and said, “Dorsa said she was an alien he never saw before. The way he described her I never heard of such a creature. He said her skin was like colored nail polish.” Dooku frowned at the vague description. “Or like a high gloss red paint job on a hot rod land speeder. Red cloak, impeccable red clothing, and she spoke a pretty clear Basic, and she sound old. Middle age, deepening voice was the best way he could explain it. Very little else on her that he could see. Called herself Fauna Scarlet.”

“Did she now?” Dooku’s voice contained a tone of enlightened amusement. “Well, isn’t she the clever one.”

“You know her?”

“Oh, indeed I do.” He glared at Phetter. “I must contact our established agents to be on the look out for this Fauna Scarlet. I want her tracked and I want her under surveillance, but until Lord Sidious says otherwise we will not engage her. As for Sherwood I will have to consult with Lord Sidious. He will decide what to do.”

Phetter nodded. “Dorsa may have time to change the system.”

“Tell Dorsa to do no such thing,” instructed Dooku clearly. “Dorsa is to remain there and pretend nothing has happened. Nothing is to be changed until Lord Sidious decides what to do.”

“He could check the flight logs at the docking bays.”

“No, Noss, you will do that.” Dooku extended one of his long, bony fingers at Phetter. The Sith’s Hand did his best to not flinch. “You will be tracking Miss Scarlet. And when the time comes, it will be your responsibility to put her nosing around to rest.”

Phetter smiled at that, but inside he wondered what he was being set up for. Dooku never explained how he knew Scarlet, or even who she was. Was she a Jedi, or perhaps an spy, or perhaps she was an agent of Si’ing. Needless to say, the next six weeks were about to become interesting for all the Sith’s Hands.

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

CHAPTER 12.1
Menaddera was one of those rarities to be found in the Inner Rim of the Republic: an unimportant, rather irrelevant, and a very honest world with well over a billion people on it. It had a collage of aspects to it, from farms to industry to tourism, and it was not a retirement planet, but nothing else it had drew attention to it. Though a sovereign world, and because it was not even a significant power of importance, it suffered through the Great Contraction fifteen years ago, where several thousand systems lost their own Senate representation. Without any clout, Menaddera and others like it could not fight the powers of Alderaan, Corellia, Neimoidia, Fondor, Kuat, and the rest. The planet was represented well by Alderaan, by its young Viceroy Bail Organa, nearing his time for reelection for the Senate seat, but there was a feeling on the quiet world that it was still unfair to lose what tiny power they had.

Still it was a fine planetary community, heavily Human but there were a few other species; they lived together as well as any did anywhere else in the galaxy. There was plenty of land that was owned in the cities and in the country by individuals, and so folks was able to create space between one another for privacy and in terms of respect. And it was not unusual during the evening of the summer season on the secondary continent to see anyone walking the road from the spaceport city of Kantz.

As the star of the world slowly settled down, McBain stopped and gazed at the plains around him and soaked in the sunset scene. He slowly smiled as the golden light seemingly soaked the grain field to the west. The bugs danced above the grain stalks, some unable to avoid the birds that desired one more meal before they had to nest. The air cooled rightly after what had been a very hot day. Such things reminded him of better times, happier times, of far away places sorely missed. Memories were all he had, for he was certain he would never see the past again.

Closer to dark, McBain continued his walk, not having much farther to go. He reached a track of land with a long pathway that went across very flat very open land being prepped for autumn wheat. He started down the path and kept his hands in his coat folds. Eventually he saw a rotor tiller being operated by the male owner. The man, very young and stout, took note of McBain and brought his large equipment to a halt.

The man jumped down and said, “What you about?”

McBain smiled a little and said, “I’m sorry to impose, but I was heading to the city and…well, I ran out of light. My fool ass was late moving. Could I trouble you for some water?”

The young man looked McBain over and shook his head. “Water? Heck no, you need a place to stay! You’re not from around here, are you?” McBain nodded his head. “Well, this place is nice enough but it would be rather stupid of you just to keep walking in the dark like a blind fool. Come on in, my day’s done.”

“I would hate to impose on you,” said McBain.

“It would be an imposition if we had to go looking for you after you became critter biscuits, Mister. Come on, now.”

“Thank you very much, sir.”

“Sir? Hell, I should be calling you that, you’re older than me I think.” The young man turned his back after gesturing for McBain to follow. “Come on now. Patty is fixing my supper and she always makes too much. I’m Petter by the way, Petter Acendont.”

“McBain.” The larger, older man shook the quickly offered younger man’s hand earnestly when Petter turned around quickly after introduction. “I won’t forget your compassion.”

“It isn’t much,” said Petter, opening the door to the quaint home. “Just-.” He fell down. The air left his lungs about the same time he landed dead on landing. His blue eyes were blank. There was no surprise on his face. Although his body was turned towards McBain, whose right arm was raised and the tip of the Wettlespear poked out from the sleeve, Petter Acendont did not know what hit him.

“Petter, is that you?” The young woman’s voice was remarkable. McBain approached as close as he could to the simple door that was held open by her husband’s dead body. The food smelled pretty good. McBain let himself in.

“I hope you’re hungry because I made thirds tonight.” Patty Acendont turned from her stove to find no one behind her. Strangely she thought somebody should have been there. Yet the main pantry door remained still. “Petter, if you want pudding you better not be trying to scare me.” Her thin body moved towards the door. “My bladder hasn’t been the same since-.”

The green light that came strangely from the door was the last thing the young, beautiful, and innocent Patty Acendont saw before she died. Her light body struck the floor with a surreal thud, her face striking the floor, causing teeth to chip and a nose to break with bloody results. Other than that, the kitchen remained clean and the food continued to cook.

McBain did not go into the kitchen. Instead he slowly began to walk around the three story farm house. He looked carefully, taking his time for he had time so late in the evening, taking great care as he opened doors and opened drawers, searching for something very important. The bottom floor gave him nothing; he proceeded to the upstairs and he entered the first room he encountered.

His heart stopped, but unlike the owners downstairs it was figure of speech. He had walked right into a nursery. He had no choice but to turn on the light and slowly proceed. His heart was beating again, and it was pounding so hard it was beating him severely on the inside. He wished he had gotten a drink of water his throat was so dry. He desired a bathroom in order to unleash the contents of his stomach as well as his bowls. All this as he stalked closer and closer to the bassinet bed in the middle of the room.

He looked inside….

Nothing.

No bedding, and no baby.

Slightly panicking, McBain ran fast down the stairs and rushed into the kitchen. He stared hard at the female dead body and looked around the kitchen. His figurative stroke that was threatening to become a real one went away. He ran back upstairs and he reentered the nursery. He went to the hutch against the far wall and opened the top drawer. There were no baby clothes, but he actually found what he was looking for. He reached in and pulled out the soft, smooth, navy blue case. The size of his large hand, he opened it and found an old fashioned paper inside of it. He read it: it was post dated only two days ago.

The date worrying him, McBain made sure the case had its lone content, and then he tucked the paper note back inside of it before he closed it. He left the house as fast as his strong legs could carry him. He walked exhaustingly throughout the night to barely make it to his ship as the star began to rise.

Before he took off, McBain took the blue case he had gotten from the Acendont farm from his pocket and took it to a crate in the rear of his small vessel. He opened the crate and carefully put the case with four other cases exactly like it. Once in the group, and with more on the way, there was no way of telling which was which as the light faded on them with the closing of the crate lid.

McBain left the planet Menaddera a little happy that his visit there went smoother than it did on Desderanda X, but it was not easier. The whole time he walked back to the spaceport he would recall his last stop over and over again, which was far worse than Breslin. 
He did his best not to look back. 
He hated Menaddera.
