The day had dawned clear and sunny after a night of storms on Ketaris.  Living on the outskirts of the capital, Kyara Thonlin awoke that morning to the sounds of bird singing in the trees and the sweet smell of spring blossoms wafting in her window.  She woke up smiling; knowing that today was most certainly going to be a good day.  How could it not be?  The sun was shining, the birds were singing; with the morning cool still clinging to the air before the heat of the day set in.  Standing on her front porch, Kyara Thonlin smiled.  It was going to be a wonderful day on Ketaris – a wonderful day indeed. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indiana Bridger roused herself early that morning, to go after the latest intelligence reports on Ketaris before the actual drop was scheduled to take place.  Her body was sore and she still felt tired – a sure sign she’d not slept well the night before.

            Of course I didn’t sleep well last night, she thought ruefully.  I was caught up in a lot of emotion that I just can’t spare the time to handle right now.  By rights, I shouldn’t have even been thinking about all that last night...but one must go into these things clear-headed, right?  Hopefully that’s all out of my system now.  It’d better be.  I don’t have time to dwell on the things I can’t change.

            Smothering a yawn behind her hand, she headed for the mess hall, where she knew caf would be readily available – whether it was to brew herself or not was immaterial.  There would be caf, and she would either make it and drink it or just drink it.  Luckily, she’d risen around he same time that the alpha-shift bridge crew was getting ready to go on, so the caf was running hot and strong – and in rivers – in the mess hall.  Indy gave a smile and nod to some of those she knew, including the ship’s first officer, Marea Tyman.

            Marea smiled as Indy nodded to her.  “G’mornin’ Admiral.  How’re you t’day?”

            Indy poured herself a mug of caf.  “Best that can be expected, Rea.  You just getting off?”

            “No ma’am,” Marea said with a broad smile, “Cap’n Henderson thought it might be nice for me t’take the shift t’day so I get some exp’rience with drop procedures as a commandin’ officer.”

            Indy nodded thoughtfully.  Which means that Jim took the late shift instead of the daytime and is probably getting ready to crawl into his bunk for some rack time.  Inwardly, she grimaced, suspecting that Jim Henderson, as he was sometimes wont to do, had pulled one of his 24-on/12-off shifts – twenty four hours on the bridge, so that morning his first officer could get more experience, so she could advance her own career.  After her shift, he’d be back on again, hopefully after having spent most of the twelve hours he was off-duty in his cabin, fast asleep.

            She glanced at Marea.  “Well, then, Commander, are we going to make it on time?”

            The other woman smiled.  “Right on schedule, ma’am.  Flight ops will be on-call in the next fifteen or so.”

            “Very good.  Carry on.”  Indy walked off, her mug of caf in her hand.  She’ll make a good commander someday, she thought of Marea.  I’ll be proud to write a recommendation for her when she angles for her first command.  Very proud indeed.  It’ll be a shame when the fleet loses her – a real crying shame.  Indy knew Marea Tyman’s story.  The woman had originally been the helmsman of the Aurora Force’s original flagship, Imladris.  From there, she’d steadily climbed through the ranks to her current position.  She’d been a veteran of the New Republic even before Indy had joined up, years before.

            A rueful smile touched the lips of the young officer as she walked toward the quiet room that on any other Republic Star Destroyer would house the Intelligence division for that ship.  I’m getting old, she thought to herself, keying in the code for the door.  The door came open with a quiet noise, and Indy slipped inside, shutting the door behind her.  The room, dimly lit by he glow of computer screens, was empty, although Indy spied something sitting on the low work table sitting near the couch where more than one officer had spent a few hours, napping.  The square box sitting there was white, with a note on a piece of flimsiplast taped to it. 

Figured you’d come to work without eating.  Enjoy them.            ~ Karri 

            Indy flipped open the box and began to laugh.  She reached inside and picked up a donut, a jelly-filled one, out of he box.  “Oh, Karri,” she sighed.  “How did you know?” 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Izra Dargan had been having the most wonderful dream.  The most wonderful dream indeed.  Not because it was necessarily a happy dream – in fact, when the events his mind was bringing to him in dream form were not entirely pleasant – but because she was in it.

            He lifted his hand weakly and put it on her face.  “I love you,” he whispered.  She smiled, her hand covering his.  And then it faded, and started again.

            It had been in a barn on Anoat III, after their escape from Hoth.  The Remember Derra IV had crashed, leaving the crew, himself, and he medic assigned to him, Kail Lanning, stranded until they could fix the ship.

            He lifted his hand weakly and put it on her face.  “I love you,” he whispered.  She smiled, her hand covering his.

            The dream/memory started over again another time, this time with an added sound, a buzzing, beeping sound that sounded not too terribly different from the proximity alarms going off aboard the Remember Derra IV as they were crashing...but why would it be going off while they were in the barn?  The ship was shut down, below the loft where they were.

            He lifted his hand weakly and put it on her face.  “I love you,” he whispered.  She smiled, her hand covering his.

            …beep...beep...beep...beep...

            It started over again.

            He lifted his hand weakly and put it on her face.  “I love you,” he whispered.  She smiled, her hand covering his.

            …beep...beep...beep...beep...

            And again.

            He lifted his hand weakly and put it on her face.  “I love you,” he whispered.  She smiled, her hand covering his.

            …beep...beep...beep...beep...

            After the third repetition, he realized it wasn’t the proximity alarms.  It was his alarm clock.  His alarm clock, telling him it was 0530, and time to get up.

            He threw it at the wall and rolled over to go back to sleep. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Kyara Thonlin walked down the sidewalks toward work.  The birds were singing and the damp of the previous night’s rain was starting to burn off.  Yes, she thought firmly.  It will be a beautiful day. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Karrially Darjinn had planned to get up early that morning, to help her sister-in-law go over the latest intelligence on Ketaris, and the overall situation in the galaxy.  They’d make a pot of caf, sit and eat the donuts she’d left in the Intel room, and process data.

            Of course, that’s what she’d planned.

            Sometimes, though, an infant apparently plagued by nightmares changes plans.  She and her husband, upon whose chest and shoulder her head was resting, had been up most of the night, trying to calm down Ashlyn before she woke up their neighbors – Alisa Galen, the 58TH’s medic on one side, and Wil Scarlet and Robyn Hoode on the other.  She hoped they’d been successful.

            And when she’d gotten to sleep at 0459 that morning, Karrially had decided ‘to hell with my plans.’  She was going to sleep.

            And so she wasn’t there when that last piece of information came in from Silent Eyes.  That one, last, tiny piece.  The tiny piece that might have, just might have, been the most important piece of all. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indy didn’t notice the blinking light on one of the computer consoles in the intelligence room, even though she spent four of the five hours before drop in that room, going over the latest reports.  She studied the latest troop movements, on Ketaris and elsewhere, the status of the New Republic fleet – her usual morning self-briefing on the galactic state of affairs, such as it was.  For a few moments, her mind drifted from the Intelligence in front of her to intelligence she wished she had, intelligence she’d sent the two finest Intelligence officers she knew after.

            May the Force be with you, Tag, Jaq.  I know you’ll find him.  He’s out there somewhere.

            She glanced at her wrist chrono.  I need to get to the hangar soon.  It’s almost time.  She polished off her mug of caf and headed out, closing the door.  The only sign of activity in the room was a silently flashing green light on one of the consoles.  One new message, attention Karrially Darjinn.  Urgent.  From Silent Eyes.

            It was a missed communication that caused unending guilt, on both ends, for years to come. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            When he realized he was running late, Izra threw himself out of bed, cursing.  Looking at his dented wall and more dented alarm clock, he wondered what he’d done to it – and why.  0530 wasn’t really that early, was it?

            Of course it is, his inner voice admonished him snippily.  Anytime before noon is early.

            “Shut up,” Izra growled at the inner voice, quickly stripping out of his nightclothes and walking into a shower.  He turned it on cold, first, to give him an extra kick, and then turned it on hot and got cleaned up.  He was pulling on his flight suit as he walked out the door of the ‘fresher, zipping it up most of the way over the steel gray tank top he commonly wore beneath it.  For a moment, his hand closed over his identification tags, but then he needed it again, to fasten on his gunbelt, to slide a vibroblade home into a boot sheath, to grab a last few things and drop them into pockets or pouches.

            The night before, he’d recorded a message and sent it to his niece, with a request to pass it on to Mara if he didn’t make it.  Mara, his fiancée.  Mara, who he loved beyond his own life.  Mara, whom he hoped against hope that he would get to see again.

            You’ll see her again, he promised himself.  I’ll hold her in my arms, and kiss her, and –

            Enough, flyboy!  You’ll be late.

            Izra glanced at his wrist chrono, cursed, and darted down the hall. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            “Commander?”

            Marea glanced down at the alpha shift communications officer.  “What is it?”

            “We have a priority one communiqué here attention to Admiral Bridger, ma’am.  Should I dispatch someone to get it down to her?”

            Marea frowned.  Priority one?  That’s pretty serious stuff.  “Aye, do it.  She should be in the hangar.  Helm, what’s our ETA?”

            “T minus three minutes thirty seconds, ma’am.”

            Marea nodded and stared at the swirling of hyperspace through the main windows on the bridge.  Perhaps, had she known what was coming, she would have done things differently.  But, not realizing that this was more than routine, the commander stood there, marveling at the colors of hyperspace, excitement regarding her first drop bubbling up inside of her.

            Little did she know how close it would come to being her last. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indy finished double-checking the last of the specialized components she’d had installed into the A-wing she’d be bringing down to the surface.  Looking good.  Maybe this will actually go according to plan.  The cold ball of dread in her stomach denied her optimistic thought’s veracity, though, but she chose, for the moment, to ignore it.  Better to go into a situation with a positive outlook, rather than assuming based on my gut that everything’s going to go to shit.

            Although if it does go to shit, I suppose that’s in keeping with the rest of my life.
            “Coming through!”  A crashing noise sounded behind her as Izra ran, full-tilt, into a tech, whose toolbox and tools went flying in twenty different directions.  Izra’s face reddened.  “Sorry about that.”  He helped the annoyed tech to his feet and then jogged toward Indy, who was already in a gray flight suit.  “Ready to go, Admiral?”

            Indy nodded.  “Just about.  Where are your wings?”

            There was another crashing sound as that same poor tech got plowed over by two cadets who were as late as their commander.  Indy couldn’t help the smile that touched her lips.  Poor guy.  It’s just not his day.

            The cadets – Sidro and Kafec, Indy was fairly certain – made their way over to her A-wing, where she was crouched on one sleek wing, speaking with Izra standing below her on the deck.  Sidro was the one who spoke.  “Sorry about being late, Major, Admiral.  Won’t happen again.”

            “Just load up, gentlemen, and stay sharp.  This isn’t exactly going to be a pleasure cruise.”  Indy straightened and started to head back up toward her cockpit when she heard another crash – although instead of the tech and his toolbox going flying, it was a young enlistedman from the bridge.  The enlistedman rubbed his head as he scrambled to his feet, making a beeline toward Indy, a piece of flimsiplast in his hand.

            “Ma’am!  Ma’am, this is a priority one communication that came in for you just a few minutes ago.”

            Indy frowned, taking the flimsi from him and starting to read it.  She barely got halfway through it before she grabbed her commlink.  “Bridge, drop of out hyperspace imm – ”

            The ship shuddered with a sudden impact.  Indy barely caught herself, snagging a hand on the rim of her cockpit in order to prevent herself from tumbling to the floor.  The cold, sinking feeling that had lived in her gut for so long just got worse.

            It was already too late. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Marea picked herself up off the floor, wincing as she touched the large bump on her head that was thanks to her impact with the forward viewport.  “Shields up!  What the hell was that?”

            “Ma’am,” an unsteady voice said from catwalk, “I think it was that.”

            Marea turned back toward the forward viewport and turned pale. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            The flagship of the Aurora Force exited hyperspace precisely where Alec had planned for it to be- though it admittedly did so with the help of one of Alec's Interdictor cruisers, the Wasteland.  The precisely calculated placement of the ship made it possible for Alec's fleet to be positioned in a perfect entrapment position.  The only problem Alec noted was the vessels orientation.  Relative to the Ancalagon the Dashan was upside down.  Alec had made contingencies in his arrangement for the Dashan's possible attitude but it was still an annoyance.  Now instead of having his Victory Star Destroyer Warseeker aligned at the Dashan's hanger, he had his Dreadnaught Juggernaught.

            Of course, that does leave the Warseeker with a perfect shot at the bridge.  Alec thought.

            "Captain Keller, all ships, open fire in thirty seconds or on my first order.  Communications, open a channel to the Dashan, full vid."  Alec stepped up to the holocam just as it clicked on and crossed his arms over his chest.  He recognized the Commander who answered his hail but forced aside anything he might have known about her--any connection he had to the AF needed to be severed.  All he saw before him was an enemy.

            "Commander, I won't waste any of your time with banter or requests for surrender--I know neither will get me anywhere with you or your superiors.  I merely wished to let you know who is about to destroy Aurora Force--for the good of the galaxy and all of its peoples.  To any who survive, I pray you will someday realize that tough choices must be made and some people must accept the mantles of the villain for a time.  Lt. Colonel Alec Jaggers, Imperial Commander of Ketaris, out."  The commline clicked off and, as preordered, Alec's fleet opened fire.

            His command ship, the ISD-II Ancalagon blasted the Dashan with a full broadsides to the bow and the Warseeker unleashed a similarly devastating salvo at the Dashan's top.  From under her belly, the Juggernaught opened fire with all of her bow guns directly into the Dashan's hangar bay, which was already beginning to disgorge fighters and shuttles.  Alec forced his face to remain placid as he watched the destruction wrought by the Dreadnaught's heavy turbolasers.

            Refusing to turn away from the deaths of those he had long considered friends and comrades-in-arms, Alec watched stone-faced as he drove the first few nails into Aurora Force's coffin. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Kyara Thonlin stopped to look at the sky when she saw her immediate supervisor standing outside, staring up at something.  “Corie?  What’s going on?”

            “Look at the lights, Kya.  Look at them.  Fireworks in the daytime.”

            And Kyara looked up, and sure enough, there were the green and red fireworks above them, filling the daytime sky with bright flashes unlike anything she’d ever seen. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indy was shouting into her commlink as Izra motioned wildly for Sidro and Kafec to man their fighters.  “Whether we’re made or not,” he shouted at them, running toward his own X-wing, “we’re going to have to do this thing because we’re not going to get another chance!  Do the accelerated checklist, right now!”  Ye gods.  I didn’t expect this.  Who could have?  Damn.

            Meanwhile, Indy was feeding orders to the bridge.  “I need all hands to battle stations and all AF personnel in dropships, now!  There’s no time to coordinate, just get them all down, you understand me?”

            The voice that came back from the bridge was shaky.  “Y-yes, ma’am.”

            With that, Indy vaulted into her cockpit, flashing Izra the thumbs-up.  They were going to launch, no matter what. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Marea Tyman’s voice was surprisingly calm as it came over the ship’s speakers, as the red alert signals roused everyone – everyone – from beds or from whatever it was they happened to be doing.  “All hands to battle stations, repeat, all hands to battle stations.  All Aurora Force personnel, man transports and launch.  Repeat, all Aurora Force personnel man transports and launch.  All hands to battle stations...”

            And it was done, with the men and women of the Aurora Force scrambling for the main hangar deck and the officers and crew of the ISD-II Dashan scrambling for their battle stations. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            It was Indy that got them clearance to leave – Izra wondered how the hell Janice could’ve been so calm.  I suppose she must have experience with this sort of thing.  He toggled his comm to the squadron tactical frequency.  “If you’re not done with your checklists, cut them short.  We’re launching now.  Kafec, you have my left wing, Sidro, I need you on my right.  We’re going to safeguard the Admiral while she does her job.  No questions, no buts – we’re here until she tells us to go.”

            He heard their affirmative replies, and launched from the hangar after Indy, the two rookies on his wings.

            Strangely enough, for the first time in a long time, Izra Dargan felt alive. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Karrially Darjinn practically threw herself into the Intelligence suite.  The flashing light was the first thing she noticed.  She dropped quickly into the chair and typed in her personal access code.  A quiet curse escaped her throat as she looked at the communiqué.  Her hand came down on her comm panel with surprising force.

            “Bridge, this is Intel.  Recall Admiral Bridger’s mission, repeat, recall Operation Assassin.”

            “We can’t, Intel,” a voice from the bridge came back.

            Karrially blinked.  “What do you mean, you can’t?  If we let the Admiral slice into their central computers from the air – ”

            “We can’t get her on comm, Intelligence.  She’s gone silent.”

            Never before and never since had such a string of curses come out of someone’s mouth.  Even though upon review, Captain Henderson had intended, simply due to its severity, to cut it out of the bridge logs, he never quite did, because morbidly, he found it the most amusing thing to ever happen aboard his ship.

            And, of course, he’d found a new hobby, one that would last him well into his retirement – deciphering exactly what it was, and in what languages, Karrially Darjinn had said when she found out that by sleeping late, she’d effectively signed her sister-in-law’s death sentence. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            It was one of the most surreal moments in her life.  First, she’d flown, shot as if out of a cannon, away from the Dashan, barely slow enough for the three X-wings shadowing her to keep up.  The fleet that had been lying in wait for them – Alec, how could you betray us like this, not again, not us, by all the stars, by the Force itself! – was mercilessly hammering the Dashan as shuttles and the fighters of Lightning Squadron freed themselves from the ship.  By the stars, Commander, get her out of here once we’re clear.  Get her out!

            She couldn’t spare much time, though, for such thoughts.  She angled her A-wing toward the atmosphere, opening up her throttle a little more, screaming toward the atmosphere and dodging the few shots that strayed in their direction.  Once she was within a handful of klicks of the atmosphere, she was within range to begin her work.

            And begin to work the slicer did.  In the end, it wasn’t that hard to crack the world’s computer systems – surprising, considering it was Walex in charge down there, and he, if anyone, could give her a run for her money, even though in the end she always came out on top, simply due to her wide range of experience.

            All I have to do is get a HAPPY code in...

            That was when all the electronics in her A-wing went dead.  Her eyes went wide, but she knew she’d not been hit by an ion bolt – she’d have felt that.  Her hand went for the controls, to initiate a cold restart.  Nothing.  She looked up, out through the viewport.

            Ketaris was getting very big.  Very, very big.

            Oh, by the Force.  I was on an entry trajectory.  And I can’t shut down my engines.  I can’t eject.

            I’m going to die. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            “Commander!  All shuttles report away.”

            Merea’s head snapped toward the crew pits as she gripped the railing with white knuckles.  Word had reached her that Captain Henderson was trapped in his quarters by falling debris – there was no way he was getting to the bridge in time to take command of the situation.  It was all up to her.  “Damage report!”

            “Ma’am, with all respect, we’re not going to be able to take this much longer!  One more direct hit to our shields – ”

            That direct hit came, and the ship shuddered with the impact of more shots.  Merea cursed as the warning alarms began wailing – the ship was in trouble, and she knew it.  “Helm, microjump us out of here, then correct course and await my orders.  Be ready to run if we need t’.”

            “Yes, ma’am!”

            With that, the ISD-II Dashan disappeared from the Ketaris system, leaving the men and women of the Aurora Force alone against an enemy unknown. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            “Lead, I think we have a problem.”

            It was Kafec’s voice that was saying it, and already, Izra knew they had a problem.  “Stay with her, Kid.  Stay with her.  Whatever it is, we just have to hope that she’ll pull out of it.  She used to command a fighter squadron.  If it can be done, she’ll do it.”

            “You sure on that, Lead?”  Sidro sounded a bit doubtful.

            Izra had to laugh bitterly.  “She was a Phoenix, Twelve.  She was a Phoenix.  They do the impossible.”

            The trio followed her, all the way to the ground. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indy fought against the panic that threatened to overwhelm her.  Calm, calm!  Calm yourself.  She could see planetary emplacements turning their attention to some of the dropships – one got clipped, spiraling toward the ground.  She didn’t know who was on it.  By the Force.  May it be with them.  Stars, may the Force be with them.

            The controls of her A-wing were still dead – deader than dead – and her engines were still at nearly full.  It wasn’t going to be pretty when she hit the ground.  Not at all.  She hoped that Izra and his two cadets would have enough sense to pull up.  She knew they wouldn’t, though.  Izra would do his job, and do it to the end.  That was the kind of person he was, once it got right down to it.  There was a job, and he would get it done.  That’s why she’d selected him for his post, after all.

            With that thought, images began to flicker through her brain.  Images of her life, flickering, chasing each other, one by one, through her consciousness.

            By the Force.

            One image, though, one image was different.  She was sitting in a kitchen chair, a baby on her knee – a baby that looked like her own baby pictures.

            That image had not already happened in her life – she was certain of it.

            I’m not going to die here.

            Indiana Bridger’s A-wing hit the ground and exploded.

~ VA Indiana Bridger, Aurora Force CO

Harbinger 4

PBF Hope Wing Phoenix Squadron XO

From the Jedi training session: 

            Ben stepped up, and Lamin smiled to him.  “Ben, how are you?”

            “I’m not bad.  Yourself?”

            “Not bad either.”  A few more rookies stepped into position, and Lamin bowed heavily to each of them.  The list of impressive accomplishments in Lamin’s life extended quite far on.  Born on Sluis Van, at a young age, the now-Jedi was moved with his parent’s shipping corporation to Corellia, where he was raised.  The dual heritage gave Lamin a number of interesting personality traits.  

            He had been a good pilot from the days of his youth, enjoying swoop racing.  He also started Myonjia karate when younger, attaining the rank of blue belt before his family was killed.  When they died, he fled with a Jedi, trying to help the man escape, and eventually abandoned his former life in favor of gunrunning.  As a gunrunner, he became decently skilled with handguns and rifles, a natural side effect of the time he spent handling them.  Eventually, joining up with the Rebel Squadrons, he entered the Renegade Fleet and honed his piloting skills, eventually serving as a Wing Commander and as Fleet Second Officer.  During this time, he also finished up his training in Myonjia karate, garnering the rank of first-degree black belt.

            He certainly hadn’t minded gaining the Force; it merely served to augment the skills he already had attained.  He served as a commando and infiltrator in Redstar Squad for awhile too, making him a uniquely rounded officer.

            “I will be instructing you to use your hands and feet, teeth, knees, elbows, forearms, and anything else as a weapon.  While each of you has a certain degree of skill already with the Force, this does you no good should Admiral Thrawn place a ysalamir between you and the Force.”  He closed his fist.  “Every one of you should have received general instruction in hand-to-hand combat from the Academy, naturally.  These will merely serve to refine your current training.”

            Stepping to Ben, he said, “This is Ben Haun, and he’s got the unfortunate duty of being my demonstration dummy today.”  Ben sighed good-naturedly.  

“First, we’re going to start with learning to react using only your senses.  The Force won’t be able to warn you what’s happening, so you’ll have to use your eyes and ears.  Also, you’ll have to take a blow or two sometimes.  That’s part of hand-to-hand.”

            And so it went.  Lamin, with Ben’s help, took the kids through several advanced techniques well suited to them (since they all knew the basics).  Lamin felt himself sweating and smiled, despite his serene nature.  He was having a good time with things.  After finishing up with an open sparring session, Lamin bowed to them all again.

            “That was extremely enjoyable.  I hope to see you all again sometime.”  Each bowed in return, even the semi-sore Ben (who had gotten a few hits of his own in on Lamin, to be sure).  Lamin turned and trotted from the room down to his quarters, and showered.  There wasn’t much time left before the drop, he figured.  After double-checking his gear, he slipped into his bed and set the alarm, confident that he was ready to drop. 

Directly previous to the launch: 

            Lamin rolled out of his bed on the alarm, and wiped sleep from his eyes.  He quickly and quietly dressed, slipping into a pair of simple trousers and a neat shirt, and a jacket over top that.  Under his shirt, tucked into the back of his waistband, was a concealed holster for a small blaster pistol.  His lightsaber he secreted away in a small thigh pocket.

            Drop time soon.  The whisper of action sent a bit of adrenaline floating through his bloodline, and he tensed and relaxed his shoulder muscles.  The Force broiled with a bit of tension from all the users in this ship, and he mentally forced himself to take count of all the contingencies for this mission.  Stretching, he slipped out of his room with a small pack on his back, with datapads, a few bottles of water and snack foods, and a few changes of clothing.  Nothing much.  He clipped a general-use comlink to his belt.  As he strode down the halls of the ISD, he saw others, each with their own tensions and stresses in the eyes.  Everyone was on edge.

            A brief breakfast later, he was on the way to the docking bay to meet with his squad, when the entire ship shook.  Suddenly, every molecule of Lamin felt doused in ice, and he knew, somehow, that they had been outsmarted again.  Rushing to the docking bay, Lamin leapt into the nearest drop shuttle, acting on the Admiral’s orders.  He thought of his team’s other mission, and prayed that they would all have the sense not to act on it without his authorization.  

            Everything had gone to shit, it would seem, but Tannik grabbed Lamin's arm and pulled him up into the shuttle.  The ship shook again, and Lamin turned to see a nearly devoid hanger.  "Pilot!"  His scream made it through the ruckus of the ship.  "Move to drop!  NOW!"

            He barely made it into his seat when everything shattered around him.

            Lamin wept openly for the first time in a long while.  He had felt the deaths so clearly; so many dead, so many dead... Jaggers, again, the betrayal.... Indy, gone?  What was happening?  He had almost made it to his seat, he knew that, but no, everything had turned black around him.

            Something sharp slapped across Lamin's face and he looked up.  Tannik was there, gloved hand slapping him, and suddenly he was back, acrid smoke in his eyes, coughing, breathing, alive.  Trosa was tending to a wound on Kaz's head.  None of his squad, none of the careful plans and programming laid in place, had survived the initial drop.  The Dashan was gone, too.

            He coughed mightily and brushed away Tannik's hands.  "Are we still in space?"

            "Yes, Commander.  You're the only command staff officer in here, I think."  Lamin coughed, and saw Janet and Kaz, as well as Trosa, Kirghy, and Tannik.  "Laurelin is flying this crate, but-"

            A brutal explosion tore the remnants of the words from Tannik's mouth, and slammed Lamin's skull back against the wall.  

“Laurelin?”  

Lamin’s voice was harsh over the comlink to the cockpit.

            “Yes, sir?”

            “Let’s not do that again…” Fire was pouring up past the ship, and Elsbeth Laurelin desperately tried to evade.  She was good with a larger ship, but this little drop boat… Lamin or Trosa should have been flying it, not her.  Even that Deuce character seemed like he would have been a better match.  

            Suddenly a single bolt caught her starboard engine pod.  “Hang on, we’re going to-“

            Then everything exploded.  Laurelin’s last clear memories were the ground growing larger and larger.  Then, everything went back to black.

Lamin Zykara

Redstar CO

Walex stood again in the communications tower, computers flashing all around him.  Several minutes ago, he had witnessed as the stone-faced Imperial Special Ops team emptied the room of civilian workers, ordered all civilian communications to cease for the duration of the attack, and then began their work.

Several frequencies were set up for the official Imp chatter, and two or three channels were left for the most important civilian traffic, but other than that, all frequencies and all means of communication were being jammed in every single way possible. The scattered New Republic forces would have to dare the Quizsce fortress on their own.

Reports flooded in from all the Imperial units stationed around the city, and half of them were already moving to all the crash sites and all the landing zones that were reported previously. There were two shuttle crashes at least, and numerous downed fighter pilots were already in Imperial custody, currently in transport to improvised holding cells in the center of the city. 

"Sir! Debris from atmosphere!"

"What?"

Walex turned on his heel and looked at one of the radar operators.

"I am counting seven to ten small objects which did not evaporate upon contact with the atmosphere. Trajectory is... the slums sir!"

"Dispatch a fighter squadron to deal with it."

"Sir, those are the slums... a location of no strateg..."

"Captain, we are here to protect this planet. Think of this planet as Byss from now on. Would you want debris hitting any part of Byss?" he inquired as he turned to face the viewports again, examining the troop movements with his naked eye. The officer went back to his work, his brainwashed mind offering little resistance to the order.

It would take a squadron away from the main engagement, but Walex allowed himself the lapse, since he knew that the AF had more than enough to deal with as it was. Ten AT-AT walkers, twenty AT-ST's, and some twenty other support vehicles were making their way to all the crash sites, closely followed by dozens of Imperial troopers. It would be one bloody day.

"Comms!"

"Yes Sir?"

"It just occurred to me. Send a wide-range broadcast. Inform the civilian population that the enemy has landed, and that engagements are expected on the outskirts of the city. Inform them that the Imperials will offer them protection if they retreat to the middle of the city."

"The Rebels will still attack the center Sir... they don't heed civilian casualties."

"I disagree. I know these men and women. Bring in the population, I want to make sure some of the city survives this battle, AND I want to make sure that some of US survive the battle. Now do it."

"Aye."

Again, the officer turned to do the task assigned. 

It was all too much for Walex. The Imperial forces were proceeding in perfect unison, were performing flawlessly, and had the upper hand. Yet, it all felt too sick. In moments, the first recon units would hit the New Republic landing sites, and would engage his former comrades. Orders to use stun only were still standing, but Walex wondered how many units would actually obey his orders. These were hardcore Imperial troops outside, not fresh recruits. These men had a deep ingrained hatred for all that the New Republic had to offer and stood for.  

The slicer allowed himself to drop in a chair none too gently, to remind himself of some pain, and cupped his face in his hands for a moment. Only for a moment, since it would do nothing good to the morale of his own men if he projected an image of defeat and despair. He stood up again, brushing invisible dust off his name tag and stood straight. It was a lose-lose situation for him, and he finally accepted it. He'd do his best to minimize casualties on both sides, but he was a single man standing in between two marching giants. 

Oh well, at least his own personal goal was accomplished... the information that he obtained was already enroute to a secure location on Byss. 

Even if Ketaris was a flawed brush stroke, Walex still found it one of the crucial pieces of the big picture.

Wal

Asir Hyclon strode up to the technician as Keiran wandered from one of Lightning's X-Wings.  

"We good to go?" he asked.

"Birds are fueled and ready to fly when they give the word, Lieutentant."

It was at that point that a loud shudder ran through the ship and the sounds of laser fire filled the hanger bay along with the sound of the ship's Sound officer.

"This is the bridge. All fighters launch. All fighters launch immediately. This is not a drill. Lightning Squadron to provide immediate escort."

Asir turned to look at the technician, before muttering a curse and rushing over to his X-Wing, pulling on his flight suit. His R5 StarShadow was

already waiting.

"SS, forget the preflight, just get this bird in the air," he said, as another message rang out over the comm. 

"All fighters to launch NOW. We are jumping out in two minutes."

Asir immediately climbed into his X-Wing as it came to life around him. 20 seconds later, he roared out of the hanger bay and stared at horror at the sight before him.

There were few TIE's around, the Imps content to pummel the Republic ships into submission. Already he could see the decks burning. Below, he stared in dismay at several of the shuttles hurtling towards the planet, others managing to dodge the lasers for a while. Asir turned around just in time to see the Dashan blink into hyperspace, leaving its stranded charges behind.

Asir watched a bit longer before bringing his ship up to speed and deploying his S-Foils. He took out his anger on the few TIE's around him, blowing them into spacedust, but this didn't stop the fact that he was stuck in a firefight beyond imagination.

"This is Lightning 6 on station, repeat, Light 6 away," he sent out over the NR frequencies.

"Please respond. Please respond....."

Silence.

"Sith."

Asir Hyclon

Lightning Squad

Sen breathed deeply. This could not be happening. She crashed onto a bale of hay inside a barn. She closed here yes, trying to hold back the tears. Blazer, Neesh, (OOC: and whoever is on shuttle 3 that’s active!) sealed the door of the barn shut for now. This could not be happening. She curled up into a ball, failing to notice Deuce park the shuttle inside.

“Is anyone hurt?” Blazer asked and pulled out his medpac. Sen did not hear him. He looked down at her. “Wakey wakey.”

She looked up at him and the tears streaked down her cheeks.

“What is wrong?” Neesh asked her.

“Stop your crying.” Deuce rummaged through the barn.

She did not want to answer. She wanted to hide away. She wanted to go home. She did want to do this mission. This was the worst morning she has ever experienced in a while. Waking up as tired as ever, and as she was getting ready was her panicked rush to the nearest shuttle. This could not be happening. She had no knowledge of the rest of her squad. Everything was in disarray. It scared her.

She looked up at those looking down at her. She did not know what to say. Her mind was in shock-blankness.

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO 

 Izra vaulted from his cockpit, hitting the ground running and ignoring the pain as his muscles started to cramp and protest such harsh treatment so soon after he’d begun walking again.  The blazing inferno that was left of Indy’s A-wing sent off waves of heat, waves that Izra was ignoring even as his eyes began to tear from the heat and smoke.  He squinted, his eyes searching for any sign of life.  There’s no hope.  There’s no way she could’ve survived that.  No way.

            And then a secondary explosion knocked something clear.  A very familiar something.

            Izra cursed, rushing forward, ignoring the heat and the flames.  He hooked his arms beneath her armpits and hauled her clear.  It wasn’t until he was closer to his X-wing that he heard the rasp of her breath.  By the Force, she’s alive.  She’s alive!  He knelt down, looking toward Sidro and Kafec.  “Both of you, get all the useable gear we’ve got out of the fighters.  Kafec, I want you to hide them about two klicks from here someplace in the jungle.  Use the camo netting to hide them.”  Izra looked down at Indy, whose breath was raspy.

            Suddenly, the sound changed.  “—zra.”  He leaned closer to hear her.  She coughed painfully, her head lolling to the side, spitting up something thick and black.  She whimpered, making no further attempted to move.

            What do I do?  Izra didn’t have much medical training – a little, sure, just like everyone who ever served during the Rebellion – but he knew enough to know that Indiana Bridger needed more help than he could readily provide.  She needs a hospital, whether it’s Imperial or otherwise is immaterial.

            “ ‘zra...my helmet...”  Indy’s arms and legs were twitching, and she was starting to shiver.

            Dammit, she’s going into shock.  I need a blanket.  Dammit, where are those kids with that gear?  Ever so gently, he unstrapped Indy’s helmet and removed it.  To his shock, the upper half of her face seemed completely all right – except for the massive contusion at the top of her forehead.  Her eyelids fluttered, then came open.

            “Not...dead...?”

            He laughed aloud, almost in relief.  He knew it wasn’t appropriate, but he laughed anyway.  “No.  No, you’re not dead.”

            “Force...wouldn’t let me...”  She smiled weakly, stressing split lips and what might have been a broken jaw.  “...too much...t’do...”

            He grimaced as her eyes slid closed.  He saw her swallow hard and her breathing evened a little.  He rested a gentle hand on her shoulder, feeling for the first time the bones shift at his touch.  She’s a mess.  I’m shocked that she’s not burned worse than she is, nothing worse than second-degree...must be the Force, or something.  Still...need to get fluids in her, need to get her to someone who can help her...by the Force, Indy!  He remembered her as a little girl, up a tree at her parents’ house.  Never in a hundred thousand years would he have expected to see her the way she was now.

            She can’t die here.  I won’t let that happen.  She’s got her kids to go home to – she has to go home to them.  She’s not going to die.  I’m not going to let her.

            “Izra?”  She whispered, almost too quiet to hear.

            “Yeah, Indy?”

            “Thank you.”  She sagged a little, and slept.  Izra shucked off a glove and put his hand to his forehead.

            We’re going to make it home.  We have to.

~ Maj, Izra Dargan and VA Indiana Bridger

"Brother! Come on!" Alex stumbled through the halls of the house he had inhabited years before, smelling the smoke and feeling the heat, but mostly wondering how he had got from the Dashan to his childhood home. But this wasn't the time to wonder about such things. He had to get to his brother, and then they had to get out before the fire consumed them. He opened the door to his brother's bedroom and saw Sen Richardson sitting in the chair in the corner. 

"Sen? What are you doing here?"

She smiled at him, and then said, "Are you okay?"

"There's no time for this. The house is on fire. We've gotta get out of here!"

"Come on, get up." She said. "Stay with us."

"What? What do you mean?" Then he felt a slap across his face.

Alex jolted back to the present to see Ben Haun kneeling over him. He looked around a moment, seeing the shuttle he had dived into when the Dashan came under attack now in ruin. Ben helped him up. 

"You okay, man?"

Alex shook his head. "Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. Looks like we had quite a ride."

Cain Lyran came over as well. "It was no cruise, I can tell you that. Everyone all right?"

"Well, my head hurts like hell," Robert DeLong said, "but all in all I think we made it okay."

"So, where were you all supposed to be," Alex asked the group, "and what do we do now?"

-Alex G

Darik "Deuce" Klivan strode angrily down the ramp of shuttle AF 3.  Seeing Sen sitting there, shellshocked and balled up just frustrated him.  

"Stop your crying," he muttered as he walked around the small barn.  "Who gave this airhead command of anything, anyway?"

  Klivan surveyed the barn and the others in it.  Some small feed animals resided in a few stalls, and a large pen of smaller, goatlike animals was further down the wall.   "Hey. Medic.  You've got casualties on the shuttle.  Three, by my count.  No bleeding, but they're probably not going to be feeling too great when they wake up."  

Blazer nodded quickly and sprinted up the shuttle ramp to do his duty.  Deuce started walking around the barn, half to figure out where he was and half to walk off some stress while he disappeared into his own thoughts.

“...you ready for this?".  

The words had just come out of Deuce's mouth and already the Dashan's alarm klaxons were ringing in his head.  Launch warnings were beginning to come and the first shuttle had already left the hangar.  Jack "Blazer" Barnes, who happened to be the target of Deuce's earlier question started to reply, but was cut short by the other man's sharp "C'mon!".  Deuce grabbed Barnes by the arm and started weaving his way through the hangar bay, looking preferably for some kind of starfighter.  

"Uh...what are you doing?", Blazer stuttered out, more than a little alarmed by his newest squadmates' frantic activity.

"There's Imps out there, and we're scrambling fighters.  I aim to get my ass where it belongs.  In the cockpit." With that, he was off in another erratic direction, still clutching Blazer.  "Let's go!  I think they're loading pilots just past those cargo containers!"  

Now Blazer was really reluctant to go with the seemingly crazed Redstar reserve pilot.

"What about the mission objectives?  What about the rest of the squad?  What about..."

With that, Deuce stopped on a dime and snapped his fingers.

"Stang!  What about my money?  You're right, we've gotta find a shuttle!"

Deuce reversed direction with the same crazed speed and began looking for a shuttle that was still loading. 

"What about that one?", Blazer said, pointing at the next shuttle, just preparing to leave the bay. 

"We'll never catch it, go for the one behind it!"  Deuce and Blazer took off at a dead sprint, an almost sick race to the third shuttle.

As the two careened into the shuttle, Deuce gasped out, "Made it."  A young woman in Aurora Force uniform looked disgusted and annoyed.  

"Made what?  Our pilot heard the alarms go off, checked that screen in the middle and fainted dead away.  This shuttle's going nowhere."  Deuce looked incredulous.  

"...wha...what!?  What a..." He was cut off by the shuttle's comm unit. 

"Shuttle AF 3, you're scheduled to launch in 56 seconds, please respond."  Deuce rushed into the cockpit without a second look at the shuttle's other passengers.  With no intentions of reviving the man, he crouched over the pilot and slapped the comm unit with one hand.  

"Roger, control.   Just stowing some cargo.  We'll depart on schedule."  

"Copy, AF 3.  Who's on the comm?  Is this Clayton?"  Deuce looked around, scooped up the shuttle's pilot, whose uniform betrayed him as Warrant Officer Clayton, then, heading back into the main cabin, he quickly tossed the unconscious man down the ramp and, after waiting for him to hit the hangar bay floor, he slapped the control to raise the ramp.  Turning to the alarmed AFers in the shuttle's cabin, he grinned.

"I suggest you all strap in.  We'll be underway momentarily."  With that, he returned to the cockpit.  "Control, AF 3.  Ready to launch."  

"Launch in fifteen seconds, AF 3.  Godspeed and may the Force be with you." 

"Yeah, whatever," Deuce replied and brought the shuttle up on repulsors.  

"AF 3, Control.  Launch in 5.  4.  3.  2.  1.  Go for launch." 

"Launching now, Control."  And with a sudden jerk, the shuttle was out of the hangar bay and into the maelstrom.  Explosions and laser fire were blazing all around what was visible in the shuttle's viewport.

"This doesn't look good..." Deuce muttered to himself.  He immediately kicked the throttle to full and started down to the planet, following behind the two other AF shuttles.  As the shuttles entered the atmosphere, a flight of TIE Fighters was already launching to meet them. The comm was going crazy with chatter of nervous and scared pilots, explosions and last minute instructions.  

"Okay, this is looking steadily worse.   Hold on back there!"  Deuce looked around for anything he could fire at the TIEs and was less than pleased to note that the AF had apparently spared some expense with this shuttle, in the form of no laser package.

"Son of a...!", Deuce shouted.  From the back of the shuttle, he heard a "What's going on?", and then nothing as he concentrated on the task at hand...avoiding laser fire and finding a place to land.   He threw the shuttle into a downward corkscrew that it was probably never designed to do as a TIE fighter flew head on at him.  A loud Rodian expletive escaped his mouth as he realized how close to the ground he was about to be, and it was echoed by someone in the back when he slammed the stick back and pulled up.   

"Whoaaa!"  Deuce started laughing maniacally, doing what he enjoyed the most...flying rings around Imperial pilots.  Realizing that he'd lost pursuit for the time being, he decided it was time to get the hell to the ground, and hopefully before those TIEs caught back up with him.  He kept the throttle to full and headed towards what looked like a relatively clear area, farmland and a few small structures.   As he got closer, he realized he was probably going to have to land on a farm and looked around for any woods he could possibly ditch the shuttle in.  Seeing none, he headed for the nearest barn.  At full throttle.    The shuttle hurdled closer and closer to the ground, he heard someone in the back shriek 

"We're going to hit that barn!"  

"We're not going to hit the barn!" Deuce growled back and started pulling back on the stick just in time to come to a violent halt about three feet short of the barn.

Blazer came back down the shuttle ramp after checking on the other passengers.  

“All three are unconscious, but nobody's going into shock yet and they should be stable for a while," he said grimly before looking at the others.  

"So now what?"  Deuce grunted as he let himself into the pen with the small goatlike creatures and returned dragging one of them out. He crouched next to it and began examining its eyes and nose.  He slipped an arm around the animal and put another hand under its chin, pulling down its lip and examining its teeth.  

"Well, Doc, Admiral What's-Her-Face gave Redstar Squad a mission.  And I don't really care one way or the other what else happens down here, we're completing that mission.  I don't get paid until we do."  He kept looking at the animal under his arm.  "So what's the first thing we do after landing on an occupied enemy world?"

He started stroking the creature's neck and chest with his left hand while his right slipped towards the knife in his boot.  With one sudden, smooth motion, he removed the knife from his boot and slit the creature's throat without a sound.  As its blood started flowing over his left hand, he turned to the others.  

"We eat," he said matter-of-factly.

-Sconn/Deuce

With a moan, Robert regained consciousness.  He started to sit up, then realized that he was lying at about a thirty degree angle to the ground.  The shuttle was almost silent, except for a few other moans, and almost dark, except for the red of a single emergency light-

He was in the cooridor outside the hangar bay, when he felt the ship shudder and revert to realspace.  Well before schedule.  The klaxxons and emergency lights started almost immediately thereafter, along with the near-panicked calls to find a shuttle, any shuttle...

"You know, DeLong," said a familiar voice, "getting stuck in rubble and wreckage with you is starting to get old."

Robert chuckled, then winced.  Felt like a bruised rib.  Hopefully not cracked, but it would still hurt.

"Good to see you to, Ben.  Glad you made it through."

"If you can call it that.  What the devil hit us?"

"Could you shut up?  I'm trying to sleep here," said a third voice from the darkness.

"Come on, Cain," Ben said with short, pained laugh, "get moving."

Robert turned and looked at the person next to him.  It was one of the newer people, just a cadet-

The commando was standing in entrance of the chaos that was a besieged hangar bay.  He looked lost.

"You there," Robert cried, "whats the hold up?"

"I can't find my shuttle, sir.  I was supposed to meet-"

"Never mind that now, son.  Whats your name?"

"Cadet Keiran Laconius, sir."

"Alright Keiran, you're with me, then.  Lets move!"

"Keiran, you all right?"

"Yes si- I mean, Robert.  A little bit shaken, but otherwise okay."

They were buckling into the landing craft seats.

"First mission with the AF, Keiran?"

They heard Janice Osren's voice granting a general permission to depart, with an advisory to do it semi-orderly.

"Yes sir."

They lifted off.

"Don't call me sir, Keiran. The name's Robert DeLong, and I'm outside of your command structure.  Calling me Robert will do just fine."

The shuttle cleared the bay and zig-zaggged through a hail of turbolaser fire.  The red beams --illuminated the inside with a nightmarish glow.

"Si- Robert?  A question."

"Shoot."

A shot grazed the side of the shuttle.

"Do all of the Aurora Force missions start out like this, or is it just a special case?"

Robert nodded at Keiran's self-assessment.

"Good man.  Ben, how's Grentarii?"

Alex jolted back to the present to see Ben Haun kneeling over him. He looked around a moment, seeing the shuttle he had dived into when the Dashan came under attack now in ruin. Ben helped him up. 

"You okay, man?" Alex shook his head. 

"Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. Looks like we had quite a ride." 

Cain Lyran came over as well. "It was no cruise, I can tell you that. Everyone all right?"

"Well, my head hurts like hell," Robert DeLong said, "but all in all I think we made it okay."

"So, where were you all supposed to be," Alex asked the group, "and what do we do now?"

Robert looked at Ben and nodded.

"Commander Haun, by rank and position, you are the senior officer here.  What are your orders?"

"Scavenge what equipment we can," Ben said, "and then get as far away from here as possible.  Its a good bet Partija has someone heading for this place.

"Can we get in touch with Admiral Bridger, or some of the rest of the CS?  My comlink was only coming up static.  I thought I had something once, but then it made an odd noise and died."

"I can try, sir," Keiran offered, "I've had some experience with jurry-rigging field communciations."

"Great.  Robert, help him find what he needs and get it stowed.  We meet outside in five minutes."

Ben looked around and grinned, though with a pained expression.

"Its been awhile since I had a full squad..."

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

Robert had taken the five minutes to get a feel for Keiran.  He confirmed what he'd intuited in the docking bay; the kid had joined for reasons similar to his own.  They'd chatted some as they hurriedly scavenged the components that Keiran needed.  It had been interesting conversation, to say the least.

When they left, Ben had them place two proximity mines and a pair of thermal detonators in the ship, as a surprise for any Imperial patrol.  Aside from that, they were decked out with as many rations, power packs, and explosives as possible.

Robert noticed that Ben's pack was a little bit smaller and lighter, and that the commander had a guarded, pained expression on his face.

"Okay.  Alex, take point.  Cain take the left, I'll take the right.  Robert... take the six, and help Keiran get that radio set up.

"Move out, Avalanche!"

Robert noticed the pleasure Ben took in having renamed the squad.  It had been a while since he had a full Avalanche squad to work with.

Robert also noticed the limp.

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

Barely twenty minutes later, they heard an explosion back at the site.

"Sounds like they found the shuttle."

"Yup."

"Pity.  It was a nice ship..."

They walked in silence for a few more minutes.

"Hey, Robert," Keiran whispered, "I think I've got it."

"A working comm?"

"We can listen in, but I don't think we'll be able to transmit..."

Keiran's voice trailed off as he scanned through the frequencies.  Robert motioned for Ben to call the squad to a halt.

"All of the channels seem to be jammed... wait, some are in use, but heavily encrypted... hold it.  Here's a working one... oh.  Its the local news."

Robert connected his headset into the makeshift comlink.

"-the city.  More news on the battle as it develops.  But first, a word from our sponsor."

Odd music filed the channel, and then a sad, slow voice came on.

"Ever since I tried the Abinator 2000, the ladies have been all upons.  All upons?  I don't even know what that means..."

Robert shook his head and laughed.

"That’s the only operational channel, Keiran?" Ben asked.

"Yes sir."

They all looked at each other.

"We're on our own, then."

LCL Carlos DeLong/Robert DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2

“That one, yeah, that will do nicely,” Char affirmed to himself.  He reached up and pulled the branch down, then snapped it over his knee, shortening it to the right size.  It seemed so surreal, standing in the woods trying to find branches suitable for making a stretcher. Just minutes ago he was vaping TIEs, everything was moving so much slower now.  Kafec was moving the fighters undercover, Izra was tending to Vice Admiral Bridger’s wounds, and Char had been sent to find supports for the stretcher.  Satisfied with what he had collected, he started jogging back to the crash site, yet even then everything still felt like slow motion.  *Not at all like the trip down from the Dashan, that had been a blink of the eye compared to now…*

***

“Sir we’ve got three interceptors following us down,” Char tried to keep his voice calm.  Vice Admiral Bridger’s A-Wing was spiraling towards the planet surface.  The barrage of ion blasts had lit up the entire sky upon their exit from the Dashan.  Char was amazed it had only been Bridger who was hit.  Why they were following her down, he wasn’t sure, at this velocity it would be a miracle if they could collect enough debris to fill a mug, let alone a body...  Best not to think of that now.

Major Dargan’s voice crackled over the com, “Kafec, on me.  We’re going to land as close to the crash as possible.  Sidro, the uninvited squints behind us, you know what to do, then meet us on the ground.”

Char acknowledged the order with a double-tap of the com.  He checked his scope and saw that the interceptors were closing in, almost five kilometers out. 

 “Rix, on my mark I want shields full forward, get ready.”  The droid hooted an affirmative.  As much as Char complained about the R-6’s personality, the droid was all business once the lasers started flying. He throttled back slightly as the range between him and the pursuing squints dropped to four kilometers,

 “3, 2, 1, MARK!”

Char wrenched the stick back towards his chest, pulling the X-Wing into a high g-force turn, putting him on a heading directly at the interceptors.  By the time the turn was completed his shields were at full power forward.  The distance between him and the enemy was now closing at twice the rate.  Char toggled his weapon control over to torpedoes and was immediately rewarded with a positive lock on the lead squint.  Wasting no time he pulled the trigger sending a blue streak towards the enemy fighter.  The TIE pilots were not prepared for the suddenness of his attack, in fact, the lead tie and his wingman were entirely too close for combat formation.  As the torpedo detonated at range the blast enveloped both fighters, reducing them to particles.  

“That was lucky, but that last squint won’t let me get a lock on him that easy.  Looks like its going to be a knife-fight,” Char declared to himself.  Rix remained silent, apparently knowing his pilot well enough to determine when he was speaking to himself.  The tie barreled in, lighting up his forward shields with bright green blasts.  Executing a half barrel roll, Char stood the fighter on its port stabilizer trying to create a narrower profile.  At the same time he squeezed off a volley of shots at the juking interceptor.  The last of the volley caught the squint in the center of the transparasteel cockpit window, likely flash-boiling the pilot in a matter of seconds.  The fighter lazily spiraled down to the planet’s surface.  

*Just like Admiral Bridger’s…*

He snapped himself out of it as he swung his fighter back towards the crash sight.  He checked the ships chrono, the entire engagement had barely lasted a minute.  He throttled up and headed towards the smoking crater.  Major Dargan and Kafec were just getting out of their ships as Char landed.

***

They had wrapped the blanket around the two supports Char had cut down, and eased Indy onto their make-shift stretcher.  Kafec was just returning from where he had hid the X-wings.  *I wonder if Rix gave him any trouble on the way over?*  The droid didn’t take too well to strangers, well, to anyone really but especially someone trying to move his X-wing.  He went back to scanning the tree-line, idly fingering the butt of his blaster pistol.  *The Major may be content to take his time seeing to Vice Admiral Bridger, but I want to get the hell out of here.  The fire from Indy’s A-wing has got to be visible for miles, just begging for imperial troops to check us out!*

As if reading his mind Major Dargan stood up and looked over at Char and Kafec, 

“Okay, we can’t stay here.  Sidro, you any good with the blaster that seems to never leave your side?  I’m told you even sleep with it.”  His voice was stern but his eyes revealed an incredible amount of strain, clearly seeing Indy like this was affecting him deeply.  And there was something else there, determination, Izra would not let them fail. 

“I’ll hit more than I’ll miss Major, even if they’re shooting back,” Char answered, surprised at the confidence in his voice.  It was true, he supposed, but this was the first time he had admitted to his proficiency with his weapon.

“Ok then for now you’re on point.  Kafec, grab the other end, and we’ll divide the rest of the gear amongst us.  We’re moving out.”

Best reached via AIM:  Charl21  or Email: clhop@conncoll.edu
Tech switched his load from one shoulder to the other, consisting of his rucksack and blaster harness. Beside him, the green Lepi - Kyrus Orekulson - took longer steps to cover more distance faster. Tech almost felt the need to increase his speed to keep up with the bulkier male.

Moving into the hanger bay, the two men reached out to grasp the bulkhead as the ship shook violently. Deck officers waved them forward quickly and gestured toward one of the shuttles. The two of them broke into a jog toward the indicated shuttle.

Tech tossed his stuff inside and turned to the officer standing just outside the ramp. 

"Colonel Tech Krill." The officer scanned down a list quickly and nodded, waving him inside and taking off back across the hanger. The men inside had already stowed their gear and Tech strode up the ramp, pausing slightly to let the shudder beneath him ease as another wave of turbolaser fire washed across the 'Dashan's shields.

He walked past Kyrus and Anthony who occupied the final two seats. Tech paused.

"Allowing you to come on this mission, hmm?"

The Major smiled and finished shoving his gear beneath the seat and strapping it

down. 

"They needed all they had available." He looked up and smiled. "That me."

Tech clapped a hand on the young man's shoulder and kept walking.

Takero Sei'lar sat in the next seat over. The deep ruts under his eyes and slight ruffle in his mane indicated that he was still recovering from his sickness, but it was true that the Aurora Force needed all soldiers they could find for this. Apparently that included those without any further serious complications with sickness. The Bothan nodded to the Colonel, who returned it and continued up the line.

The next two people he had not met...a male and a female. They both glanced at him and nodded, he returned the nod as they went back to checking their weapons. He moved into the cockpit...

"Hello, Tech."

Tech scowled. "Do they assign you to me on purpose or do you request it?" A smile crept onto the corners of his lips.

Gavin Kravis sighed. "Either way, you're stuck with me as co-pilot."

A shudder forced Tech to reach out and steady himself on the chair. He then sat down promptly and started to click the controls. "Are we clear?"

Gavin nodded and reached for his own controls. "Cleared two minutes ago, where were you?"

"Getting dressed..."

"Smooth..."

The shuttle lifted off the ground with the whine of repulsorlifts just as the ramp clamped and sealed shut, holding the air inside the ship. The shuttle rotated to allow them a view of the mayhem going on outside. Turbolasers flashed every which way as two shuttles flew out of the hanger and into the inferno. A turbolaser glanced one shuttle's shields, sending it spinning, but it regained control and accelerated toward the surface.

Tech realized his mouth was starting to open and he shut it quickly. "Let's move."

With a flash of released energy, the shuttle surged forward, jolting everyone in the rear compartment despite the inertial compensators. The shuttle roared into the inferno of crimson and jade bolts that crisscrossed space in front of them.

Gavin brought the shuttle into a tight turn, allowing the Force to trickle into his awareness and guide his motions ever so slightly, correcting where his intuition might not be enough. The shuttle danced through space, hurtling toward the planet that grew in front of them. Almost instantly, their com sizzle of launch traffic began to garble.  Tech glanced down at the com readout and noted the red lights. Some sort of interference...

Gavin took the shuttle into the upper pane of the atmosphere, seeing another shuttle far off their 10 o'clock high. The shuttle spun wildly, avoiding direct fire from a smaller enemy cruiser.

Finally out of direct fire between the capital ships, the shuttle evened out with Gavin's flying.  Tech took a double check on the sensors before starting to unbuckle his harness and head aft. Just as he unlatched it, he felt a tingle on the back of his neck.

"Move, Gavin!" Tech leapt for the controls, yanking them hard over.

A veritable wall of ion energy splashed past the shuttle from ground-based batteries. The shields sizzled and flickered as the charge-depriving ions scraped against them. More shots streamed up from the surface in all direction. Tech wildly yanked at the controls as the sense in the back of his mind demanded for him to move.

Quickly taking a moment to refasten his harness before grabbing the controls again, Gavin mimicking the movement. The master and padawan spread their Force intellects slightly, letting them overlap and merge. They began to think together and the next wave of energy came at them.

The shuttle swerved past curtain after curtain of the deadly ions, twisting and spiraling to avoid the barrage.

Gavin broke the relative silence and stole a glance at his padawan. "Keep concentrating!"

Tech had not even realized that his concentration had begun to slip...what on earth could be more pressing on his mind than staying alive...

"Tech!"

Tech tried to snap back to reality, but now his mind was preoccupied, he turned to control the shuttle once more, but again felt a subtle distraction. He hadn't noticed it until after it had happened the first time. What was it...

With massive force, the shuttle was hurtled to port as an ion bolt clipped the right wing. Alarms went off throughout the vessel as the chassis buckled wildly, the shuttle spinning further into the atmosphere. Gavin shouted something, but Tech could not hear what it was.

He heard voices shouting in the back, something about hanging on to the weapons...the alarms in the cockpit began to fade as the electrical surge knocked out the systems on the shuttle.

Tech launched back into full attention, nearly hurling himself onto the control board from such a release of distraction. He took a moment to collect himself, still wondering what exactly had happened, before he began throwing switches for a cold start of the shuttle.

Nothing was responding and Gavin was scrambling around just as much as he was.  Tech shouted over his shoulder, "Hang on!"

The ship burned through the atmosphere, no doubt a fireball as her hull created unwanted friction with the air. The ship would be seen for miles...visually, not to mention by sensors and just about any other conceivable scanning device. Tech grasped the control levers futilely, trying to yank them backward to nose the shuttle up.

Gavin reached over and touched his padawan's shoulder...and instantly Tech had the same idea. The Tarkaan nodded, and the two of them held out one hand toward each other. Tech turned his palm down and brought it to an inch above Gavin's own palms. Instantly, the Force shot between them.

The two Force users reached out and felt around the hurtling craft, feeling all the eddies and currents of the Force energy around them. They felt the Force attuned in the rear compartment as they projected their own Force circles. The two of them began to grab the craft and try to slow its descent.

Sweat broke out on Tech's forehead as he concentrated, pushing outward with all the might he could muster mentally. Size does not matter...size does not matter...

A jolt ran through the ship, slowing for a moment, but then falling once more and accelerating back to terminal velocity. With another shove through the Force, the craft visually slowed its descent, debris swishing past and banging on the sides of the craft as it continued to fall.

Steadily, the ship slowed down and came to a rest between two large and alien trees. The space would not have accommodated the entire shuttle as it should have been...but minus its wings, it fit quite nicely.

Gavin and Tech snapped out of their trance-like state to find the other members of the shuttle staring at them. Tech glanced over at his hand, still an inch above Gavin's... 

"Oh, right..."

They began to unload, shaken, but unharmed. The mission just got a little bit longer...

-Colonel Tech Krill

Backlash CO

Shuttle 2 Commander

The area was mildly quiet, except for the faint cry as orders were passed back at the shuttle. Cain thought he heard the call for a medic, which would mean someone had been overly reckless in searching the shuttle. However, that would at least tell the imps that SOMEONE was nearby. 

Cain, scanning the left side of the surrounding area, was glad to be out and about again. He laughed lightly to himself then spoke up. "You know, with the bombings and raids... I feel safer on a mission than I do back at the base."

Robert also laughed, "I see what you mean."

The cadet, Keiran, seemed slightly shaken, but at the same time Cain saw a powerful calm as well. The cadet was going to be a strong one. His thoughts drifted back to his own arrival at AF. His first... "mission" had been to clean the rubble from a university on Xenen. In fact, he had had only one mission he actually considered a mission. Another smirk came to his face, he might as well still be a cadet himself. 

Shaking the thought, Cain continued trudging on with the group, listening for anything out of the norm. He passively tried to think of a way to fix the comm, but he was specialized in flying, and combat. Little training in demolitions and he had barely started training as a sniper. No comm training at all. He shook his head. Cor-Sec HAD given him a lot of training... but he had only been there a little while. 

He was jerked from his thoughts as he slowed his pace. Something was moving to their left. Cain desperately hoped it was an animal.

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

First Lieutenant Cain Lyran

Aurora Force

Backlash Wing

Nebula Squadron

Nebula XO

<a few minutes after the AF departed Xenen>

The last transport had just departed from Shay Memorial when Jaq Pellman rejoined Tag Rendar.  They turned and headed for the speeder she had obtained.

"Long comm call."

"Yeah.  Had to cut through some red tape; a certain desk-jockey decided he had something to prove.  So I had him put his supervisor on the line."

Tag nodded.

"So now," Jaq concluded, "Xenen security agreed to let me know if they find anything in their XPA surveillance tapes, and gave us authorization to investigate.  And the desk-jockey is having a long talk with his supervisor about... career options."

"XPA surveillance?  So you're assuming this was an Imperial op?"

"Only thing that makes sense.  I'm also assuming they're already off-world."

"Works for me.  So where to?"

They settled into the seats on the speeder.

"Had Addan.  I want to do some poking around at the spaceport.  Did you bring the cloak of doom?"

Tag pointed at a bundle in the backseat.  The speeder lifted off, and they were on their way.

"Good girl."

"Just like old times, eh Jaq?"

He smiled wistfully.

"Yeah... sure.  Just like old times."

'Except,' he thought to himself, 'this one is personal.'

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

The ticket clerk at Had Addan had seen stranger sights, to be sure, but not by much.  Visually, the sight wasn't all that strange:  a handsome man, early to mid fifties, accompanied by a smaller being in a black cloak that might or might not be female.  The cloak, pulled low over the head, masked any distinguishing features.  All in all, compared to the Shistavanen couple from three days ago, this group looked positively normal.

They just, well, felt odd.

"Good morning, ah, people... Welcome to Had Addan Spaceport.  May I see your ticket and or docking registry?"

The man looked at the cloaked figure.

"We don't have a ticket or registry," he said to the clerk, "but we need to get inside.  Here's our authorization."

He handed the clerk a form signed by the Xenen's Minister of Security.  The clerk raised an eyebrow.

"I'll have to call in and confirm this."

He was reaching for the comm when the cloaked figure waved a hand.

"You don't need to call it in," whispered a deceptively quite and sweet female voice, "the papers are in order."

The clerk took his hand away from the comm, blushing at his paranoid foolishness.

"Eh... on second thought, I don't need to call it in.  These papers are in order."

"Thank you very much, sir.  We'll just go to the hangars now."

The clerk pointed them in the right direction.

"Go that way and take the first corridor on the right.  It'll get you in past most of the crowds.  Is there any way I can be of assistance, Mister...?"

"The best way you can help," the man said gravely, not bothering to give his name, "is to keep quiet, and pretend like we were never here."

The clerk nodded and gulped as the pair went down the corridor.

He promptly forgot the weird visit five seconds later, never feeling Tag Rendar mask the encounter in mind with something far more mundane.

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

They searched through the hangars for nearly an hour, Jaq asking people if anything had happened in the early hours of the morning.  Each time they found nothing; no suspicious departures, no feelings of guilt, nothing at all.  Jaq wasn't really surprised; if it was an Imperial Intelligence op, then the whole deal would be professional and nearly perfect.

It was the "nearly" he was hoping to find.  All of his instincts told him that the abductors had been to Had Addan; it would be the easiest, simplest place to pull of the entry and escape, even in the wake of the attacks and the XPA uprising.  If there was a "nearly", it would be here.

They found it at pad 43-C.

Both of them realized that something was wrong the moment they entered the landing bay.  Tag felt it as ripples through the Force, mental disturbances taking the form of suspicions from two subordinates towards the dock master, and a certain self-satisfied, though nervous, feeling from said dock master.  Jaq simply saw the sideways looks the subordinates were giving the dock master, the glances they traded amongst themselves, and a certain degree of nervous tension on the dock master's face.

He looked at Tag.  She nodded.

"This is it."

They'd found the nearly.  Its name was Devin Creel.

"Tag, what do you think?  Will they talk to us?"

"Creel, we'll have to work on.  The other two, they're agitated about something.  If we can get Creel out of earshot for a moment, then this just might work."

"Can I help you two with something?"

It was Creel.  Thinking quickly, Tag flipped her hood back, and fought not to smile at Creel's brief intake of breath.

"Ah yes, Devin Creel.  My name is Sasha Holmes; I'm an inspector with the Ministry of security.  They sent me out here to make sure your security systems are in order, so if you could show me to the control point for this set of bays..."

With a quick look at Jaq, and taking the arm of the now mesmerized Creel, Tag pretended to let him lead her away from the pad.

Jaq laughed to himself and then headed towards the two subordinates.  He recalled one of the names from the dossier planetary security sent him.

"Mr. Bacer?  My name is Jaq Pellman.  I need to speak with you for a moment."

"This is about the ship this morning, right?"

Bing.

"Perhaps.  Could you be a little more specific?"

So he told them about the story with the YT-1300 "Daeron".  How its departure was irregular at best, with no one but Creel having been there to complete the inspection.  They'd even asked him about it.

"But then he got belligerent, you know?  Instead of just saying the reason why the crew wanted to get out so quickly, he started going on about 'don't question my authority', and saying that he'd cause trouble for us if we didn't drop it.  I've got a wife and kid, man; Jimmy here's got two.  So we dropped it."

Jaq nodded, frustrated, but knowing that the two men in front of him weren't to blame, and were taking a risk even talking to him now.

He was about to say as much when his comm buzzed.

"Pellman."

"Jaq, this is Scrim," came the voice of one of his police contacts, "listen, we just found something in the surveillance tapes.  Seems four guys in cloaks came to visit one of our XPA buddies around 0300.  Audio's kinda choppy, but "Imperial Intelligence" came up a bit.  Seems the hooded ones wanted to get off-world without much by way of customs trouble.  They just handed him a datapad with something on it... hold it there, Gamra.  NO, THAT frame.  Zoom and enhance."

Scrim went quite for a moment.  Jaq started to get excited.

"Yeah... okay," Scrim came back to the line, "Its a set of departure orders for a ship... Gam, you can do better than that with the enhancement software... good man.  Says its for a YT-1300 called the "Daeron"..."

Jaq cut him off.

"Thanks, Scrim.  I'll owe you."

He switched the channel on the comm link.  Bacer and Jimmy watched, slightly open-mouthed.

"Tag?" he sent to the 'bug' in here right ear, "Jaq.  The link is Creel.  Take him down, now!"

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

The call came none to soon for Tag Rendar.  Despite the fact that the security room looked the floor of Jabba the Hutt's rancor pit (but what else could be expected from a spaceport that had nearly been blown up a few months before), Devin Creel seemed to think that Sasha Holmes' 'security inspection' was merely a ruse to get them to a private, secluded spot.  Why she had decided to be the one to lure the louse, with roving hands that she had to constantly fend off, away from the pad would be a mystery that would elude her for many years.

It certainly wasn't for his looks.

"Take him down, now!"

She heard it; Creel didn't.

"Well, that’s it for the inspection.  All things being considered, it doesn't look to bad in here."

As she said that, she started to turn around, a turn that suddenly became inhumanly fast as she dropped low to the ground, spun counter-clockwise, and swept his legs with her left.  She snapped back to a standing position before he could fall, and then added some more force to his weighty crash as she pivoted right around her waist and swung her right hand down and back, smashing the knuckles into the side of his head.

Creel lay there, dazed.

"What... what was that..."

"Devin Creel, you are under arrest."

She called to her hands some loose cabling and started to bind his hands.

"Arrest?!  Under whose... you don't... a Security Ministry rep doesn't have the authority!  What charge!?"

As she finished tying him up, she bent down and spoke to him.

"I'm not with the Ministry, you idiot.

"I'm with the NRI.  Thats New Republic Intelligence, for the comprehensibly challenged such as yourself.  You are charged with aiding and abetting in the abduction of New Republic Military personnel, high treason against both the Republic and Xenen, ticking off my partner and ticking off me.  You gonna come quietly, or do I have to hit you again?"

"You can't do this, I demand my law-"

She hit him again.  He was quiet.

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

"He's not saying anything?"

Scrim shook his head.

"No, Jaq," he said nasally, "the idiot is so frustratingly pleased with himself that he's refusing to tell us anything."

Jaq looked at the wall chrono.  Two hours, wasted.

"Scrim," Tag suggested, "let us take a shot at him."

"You sure about that General Rendar?" Scrim asked, concerned, "I know he technically falls under your jurisdiction, but..."

"But you want to keep this by the book," Jaq said, "and you still don't fully trust NRI interrogation techniques."

Scrim nodded.  He was by the book, and had seen too many cases lost because some over-zealous officer tried to force a confession.  NRI techniques he didn't trust because, well, he had no experience with them.  Jaq had been a great help to them in the days after the New Republic liberated Xenen, using his ability to build chains of contacts to help get the local police lines into the illegal underworlds of the planet.  Though the terrorist attacks and the XPA had caught them by surprise, Jaq's intelligence network, and his training of some of the men on the force, had helped to thwart many other incidents, and had saved, secretly, a lot of lives.

For that, if nothing else...

"Fine.  Do your thing, I guess I owe you that much.  But if I don't like the looks of what you're doing..."

"You can call us out anytime, Scrim," Jaq said, "I'd prefer to do this right.  Saves paperwork on my part.  Besides, Tag here is a Jedi.  If nothing else, she can serve as my conscience."

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

Devin Creel looked up as two new people entered and dismissed the guards.  One was an older man, his dark hair liberally streaked with gray.  The second was a smaller being, the folds and shadows of whose cloak rendered any further identification impossible.  The man sat down at the table across from him.

The cloaked figure walked to the back of the room, and fiddled with the microphone.

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

"What is she doing?"

"It looks like she's undoing the microphone connections.  Guard, get over there and-"

"Sir... she hasn't disconnected them."

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

Creel looked behind him, and saw the audio feed wire dangling from the wall, no longer connected to briefing room.

"What'd you do that for?  Why'd you disconnect the mike?"

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

"What the-," Scrim said, "why does he think..."

"She's used the Force, sir.  To alter his perceptions."

Tag dispelled some of the shadows she had gathered around her face, and quickly winked at them through the glass.  With another command through the Force, the shadows returned, and her face was obscured as she joined Jaq at the table.

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

"Mr. Creel," Jaq Pellman said, "we're with Imperial Intelligence.  My partner disconnected the microphone so we could talk freely, but we don't have much time."

Creel motioned at Tag.

"What’s with the cloak?  You're like the guys who showed up this morning."

The shadow under the hood didn't move.  Tag almost didn't answer; her concentration was used on shading her face and subtly influencing Creel's mind in the right direction.

"Does it matter, Mr. Creel?" came a disembodied female voice from the void.  Creel almost jumped backwards, the voice sound so... indefinably strange, and definitely unreal, coming from the hooded figure.

"No... I guess... it doesn't.  What do you want from me?"

"To congratulate you on your service to the Empire, Mr. Creel.  You've helped us in ways you can't even begin to understand; thanks to you, we should soon be able to kick the Rebels off of this planet."

Tag felt Creel's pride swell; combined with his uneasiness, the hook was set.  She trusted Jaq; he would know just what to say to reel in the fish.

"You've rendered us a great service, Mr. Creel," Jaq repeated, "and we won't forget that.  Admiral Variner says that he'll make sure you get-"

Jaq was surprised when Creel started laughing.  Variner had been his first suspect, due to Ispa's... interest in anything DeLong, but the question had been designed as a probe, just in case it wasn't Variner...

"Variner?" Creel laughed incredulously, Tag's Force manipulation only barely required in order to spill the information out, "Variner is small time now.  He's nothing, the rest of the warlords here are nothing.  I worked for the new head of the Empire, boy; got his personal thanks to.  Grand Admiral Thr-"

He stopped and trailed off, color draining from his face.

"You... you would have known that, if you were... were really..."

Jaq smiled, and Tag dispelled the shadows and the image of the disconnected microphone.

"SHAAVIT..."

Jaq and Tag stood and walked out the door.  At the threshold, Jaq turned back around.

"Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Creel.  You've been very helpful.  The New Republic thanks you for your assistance."

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

"So," Tag commented, "Grand Admiral Thrawn himself, eh?"

They were in the cockpit of the 'Claw'.  After his statement to Jaq and Tag, Creel had broken, and confessed everything to the local police, and then to an official investigator from the New Republic.  He was going to go away for a very, very long time.

"Yeah.  I had no idea my nephew was so important.  Peregrine, did they send you the departure data for the 'Daeron' yet?"

"Just got it in," the AI responsed, "and it looks like the ship in question took off on the filed vector."

"In this climate," Jaq responded, "it would have raised eyebrows if they didn't.  Can we assume that they weren't going where they said they were?"

"More than likely," Tag replied, settling into the pilot's chair and calling up a few star charts.  These charts were marked with colors for the political factions:  green for New Republic, red for Imperial, etc.  The world that the abduction team had claimed as their destination was well inside of the green zone.

"Peregrine, highlight any known Imperial bases on hyperspace vectors plus/minus two degrees relative to the 'Daeron's' departure vector."

Seventeen systems in the red zone were encircled with gold.  Tag leaned back in the seat.

"Thats a lot to search through."

"Yes... wait a minute.  Peregrine?"

"Yes, Jaq?"

Jaq paused for a moment, formulating an idea.

"Umm... Jaq... you asked me for something..."

"Yeah, hold on... cross-reference those bases with known sightings of the 'Chimaera'."

Only one circle remained.

"Thats it," Jaq said, calling up the intelligence report, "the supply depot and repair yard at Arten IV.  According to the report, the 'Chimaera' put in there two days ago for restock and repair."

"Shay Memorial control," Tag said immediately, "this is the 'Peregrine's Claw' requesting immediate launch approval.  We're not filing a flight plan."

"They've got a good eight hours ahead of us," Peregrine commented, "and it'll take me about a day to get there.  So if you're expecting to beat them there..."

"I'm not," Jaq replied as Tag cleared things with the controllers, "I'm expecting to be able to find out where the 'Chimaera' went.  We'll track them down from there."

"The 'Chimaera'," Peregrine remarked, almost incredulously, "you want to track the 'Chimaera'.  The flagship of Grand Admiral Thrawn himself."

"Yes."

Tag received clearance, and began the lift-off sequence.

"So what do you plan to do when you find him?  Take on Thrawn?"

Jaq looked at Tag and shrugged.

"We'll just have to figure that out when we get there.  I'm just making this up as I go."

LCL Carlos DeLong/COL Jaq Pellman

AFXO/NRI

Harbinger 2 

The 'Dashan's' shields withstood the first combined salvo from Alec's task force, began showing signs of collapse on the second, buckled under the third, and were shattered by the fourth.  Stripped of her energy defenses, the 'Dashan' shuddered under the continuing barrage.  Her own batteries responded with all their deadly force- which was not inconsiderable- but without shields she had her cannons and missile tubes destroyed almost as fast as they could be aimed and fired.  Faced with destruction, the Mk II Imperial Star Destroyer did the only thing possible to save itself- it turned to run.  With all the shuttles and support fighters launched, the only thing keeping the 'Dashan' from leaving was the Imperial Interdictor cruiser 'Wasteland' floating in her aft section.

"Launch Galeph-6 Squadron," Alec ordered.  "Order the 'Wasteland' to proceed with the Scenario-4 package.  It's time to find out if these guys really were dumb enough to come in here without any backup."

Alec watched as the 'Wasteland' repositioned, as if trying to get a better fix on the 'Dashan' with her gravity well.  The Interdictor's new positioning, however, succeeded only in placing it in the path of the now-fleeing 'Dashan'.  While the Aurora Force Star Destroyer may have been severely battered, it still had enough power to shatter the Interdictor's shields and send the much smaller ship fleeing- opening a perfect route to hyperspace.

Seeing time slipping away, Alec asked, "Is Galeph-6 in position?"  An affirmation came from Captain Keller and Alec made the necessary orders to complete the Scenario-4 plan.  The TIE Interceptors that had been trailing just behind and above the ‘Dashan’s’ engine suddenly surged forward.  Laser fire flashed out and the leading three TIEs exploded- sending out expanding clouds of sensor-reflective chaff.  The trailing trio did the same, allowing the middle three TIEs to slam all but unopposed into the back of the 'Dashan's' command tower.  Seconds later, the Star Destroyer flickered with psuedomotion and disappeared.

"Do we have a trace?" Alec asked.

For a moment there was silence and then the sensor chief responded, "Yes, sir.  Two of the drones are still active and pulsing out a regular signal... the third seems to have been destroyed."

"Good enough.  Captain Keller, contact Vice Admiral Erithas.  I'll be taking Group Two and the Command Group on a little chase.  Group Three will take position of direct protection around Ketaris and continue all jamming operations.  Group Four will supplement Three as well as serving for out-system patrols.  Captain Tranner will be in charge of both groups with authority to schedule all patrols."  He paused, thinking, "Also tell Captain Tranner that if the situation on the ground degrades- if any of the Rebels reach the capital building or Walex fails to hold the city, he is authorized to make full deployments of all Army forces at his disposal."

Jag 

Keiran had up to this point, been quite busy, still trying to find any other kind of comms signal aside from that blasted local news. When you'd been listening to it for a while, it got a bit grating.

Despite that being the only comms signal he'd found originally, he'd kept trying in the hopes that they'd simply been out of range, because, afterall, it was only a make-shift comms system.

He'd been quite quiet as they'd walked along. He had very little reason to talk, and it was tactical to remain silent. In some way, not being able to transmit a comms signal was a blessing. If they'd been able to, the Imperial forces would have been able to triangulate the signal, which would likely be more than a little trouble for Avalanche.

On the other hand, being unable to communicate with the other squads could put them into more danger if they did come across Imperial forces, because reinforcements couldn't be called for.

As he walked along, Keiran thought back on some of the missions he'd done for the New Republic. Most missions didn't go according to plan. Just like this one. He'd been worried when everything had gone wrong before the mission had even started. Especially since he generally found it hard to integrate with new people. And eventually, his thoughts wandered to Sen.  It wasn't as if he knew her all that well, but he wanted to know she was safe.

Cain slowed his pace, which caught Keiran's attention. Apparently, it didn't just catch Keiran's attention, and the whole squad came to a halt. Keiran crouced down, more because he'd had it drilled into him to do so than because it was worrying. Keiran spoke, barely a whisper "Want me to go find out what that is?"

-Keiran Lyconius

Avalanche? Dear lord, I thought I was going to be in a rational group, not surrounded by adolescent fools, Alex thought as he heard the guys behind him laughing at something on the radio. Don't any of them realize the gravity of the situation we're in? We're in the wilderness, kilometers away from our objective with a mixed squadron, surrounded by predators and poisionous insects. We're five guys alone, with only our own resourcefulness to keep us alive, and almost sure to run into an imperial army coming from the opposite direction wanting to blast us into oblivion.

He was roused by movement and then Kerian, the cadet, saying, "Want me to go find out what that is?"

"If you ask me," Alex whispered.

"Which nobody did," Cain replied.

Alex ignored him and continued, "We should leave it alone. If it’s an animal, it may not care about us."

"And if its an imperial? Or maybe someone from the city?"

"Robert's got the rear. He'll see if it makes an advance."

"It could still tell someone that we're here."

"Provided it's not an animal."

"ENOUGH. We heard you the first time. Ben began to give his order.

-Alex G

Blazer wiped the sweat from his eyebrows as he surveyed the barn a bit more after everyone seemed stable.  He heard Deuce speak up, "So what's the first thing we do after landing on an occupied enemy world?"  He looked over and was about to say something when Deuce efficiently silenced the goat-like livestock forever.  "We eat."

"I would have guessed 'Secure the perimeter and establish where we stand' but, so much for textbook answers."  Blazer said as he paced around in circles for a bit.  "Well, I guess it could always be worse, we could have landed in the terrazzo of an Imperial Garrison."  He noticed that Sen was starting to come around from her shock and sat down in the hay pile next to her.  She still had tears streaming down as she tried to wipe them away with an arm sleeve. 

 "You going to be all right Lieutenant?"  Blazer asked Sen quietly.  She nodded a reply.  "Just take some deep breaths. We aren't dead yet."  Yet, as in we'll probably be blown sky high from a TIE Bomber proton bomb...  "Sooo, what EXACTLY are we gonna do after we eat, cause a billion to one theres an imperial search party being sent our way."  Blazer spoke up somewhat grimly...

--- Lieutenant Colonel Jack "Blazer" Barnes

--- (Lucky) #7

--- Your Local Hope Wing CO

The wail of the Dashan’s klaxons hadn’t been enough to drown out the screams of the dying.  Their voices continued to echo even now, joining together and growing into the chorus of a maddening hymn.  

The sudden outpouring of emotion from so many beings surging against an already besieged mind was simply too much to bear. After months of being pushed towards the very edge of sanity, a breaking point was finally reached. A fury fueled by outrage pushed aside all compassion, leaving in its wake only a burning desire for retribution.  

Voices from the past began circling, once more demanding a penance for their betrayal, a price of blood to avenge their deaths.  Before, a lone voice of reason had always accompanied them, always been strong enough to overcome the terrible cries. Now, it had grown all but silent.  Madness had come for him once again, and this time he welcomed it with open arms.

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

Kaz slowly opened his eyes, their usual silvery shade replaced by a burnt, reddish hue.  He climbed to his feet and surveyed the interior of the wrecked shuttle, unaware of what had happened since the frantic boarding.  His eyes took in a handful of other people moving within the craft, but for the moment none of their faces registered any form of recognition.  He glanced down where he’d been sitting moments ago, noting a battered knapsack he dimly recalled as his own lying in the aisle way. Throwing the bag over his shoulder, Kaz walked towards the ship’s exit, ignoring the questioning voices of the strangers behind him. 

Outside of the shuttle, dense foliage rose high into the air, blocking out the majority of morning light and plunging the crash site into semidarkness.  Kaz looked out into the blackness of the forest before him, nightmarish visions of Mykr coming back with a vivid clarity.  More screaming voices, this time from the distant past began to fill his mind.  The screams of his men, his brothers...slaughtered in the forest as he stood helpless to save them.  

‘Not this time...this time I can save them….save them all.’

Now fully immersed in his waking dream, Kaz Falcion took off for the edge of the forest at a dead sprint.

-Kaz Falcion

The blip that was Indiana Bridger vanished from Jason's sensors only a few moments after things had gone to hell.  He took stock of the situation as Dargan and his two wingmates raced down after the wrecked A-Wing.

He didn't give it a second glance.  Something in his head told him not to worry too much about it, that the situation with Bridger would sort itself out.

A squeal from Mojo woke him out of his thoughts.  He shook his head and cycled through his instruments, activating his radio.  "Tallon, this is Briggs.  We've got multiple contacts heading our way.  Break formation and be ready for attack."

"Already on it."

Jason sighed.  He was getting slow. "Okay, Mojo, here's the deal.  I want full power to my engines.  Take some from shields if you need it.  I'm gonna need to be moving fast and shooting faster.  Hopefull I won't get shot while I'm doing it."  The droid moaned in agreement.

Jason paused as the TIE fighters closed in.  With Dargan on the ground... who was leading this squadron, anyway?  Jason suddenly cursed himself for never memorizing the Lightning Squadron roster.  He'd wing it until ordered otherwise.

Major Jason Briggs, Lightning 3

AKA Philip "Tooner" McCabe


Captain Pellaeon read the dispatch the comm officer had handed to him.  "Very good, Ensign. Dismissed."


He allowed himself a small smile. The Admiral was going to like this.  With all the things that had gone wrong in the war lately--most of them, somehow, seeming to involve Jedi--there was at least this one bright spot.


"A new dispatch from Ketaris, sir," Pellaeon said as he returned to his command chair. "Jaggers has engaged the enemy and inflicted heavy losses."


"Good." Thrawn scanned the datapad. "The enemy sent in only one ship?"


"Yes, sir. Fleet Intelligence thinks that most of the other ships are under repair right now..."


"Ah. I see. Several shuttles went to ground...they made it to the surface?" Thrawn frowned. "Why did Jaggers allow that?"


Pellaeon frowned, too, recalling all the times when a small AF ground force had managed to turn a planet on its ear. Xenen, the Conceli system, the Caraban prison complex, Chenar, Talitha IV, Xenen again..."Maybe he was busy with the Dashan. An Impstar Deuce is hardly an easy target."


"No, it isn't...but we gave him far more than enough. He could have at least sent a fighter squadron or two after the shuttles...hmm." After a few minutes of thinking, the Admiral looked up, and his red eyes now had a dangerous sharpness. "Perhaps we should send some Noghri to audit the engagement."


Pellaon hid a wince. Sending Noghri death commandos to question Alec Jaggers' management of a battle sounded about as safe as dropping antihydrogen on a small moon. "If you wish, Admiral, I'll send a dispatch to Honoghr to see which teams are available." 


Thrawn nodded. "Yes. Get me an answer via HoloNet within the hour."


"The HoloNet, Admiral?" A HoloNet call would be rather expensive for what seemed like a routine audit. Not that the Empire couldn't afford it, but...


"Ketaris is vitally important to our war effort, Captain, and with the Aurora Force on the surface the campaign is now in danger. I won't have a commander whose judgment is clouded by...outmoded sentiments." His eyes glittered. "Jaggers will cooperate if we encourage him. Get that commando team moving."

--Captain Gilad Pellaeon

and Grand Admiral Thrawn

Sen finally got herself together. But seeing Deuce cut up the animal made her sick. Fortunately she managed to hold down the bile. She glanced around the barn her, mind trying to come up with something. “Where are we?”

“In a barn.”

“I know that.” Sen rolled her eyes. The tears had not dried yet. “What are we near? Any farmhouses with vehicles nearby?”

“Yes.”

The sound of a crash startled her. The barn door swung open and entered a farmer, holding a huge rifle-like weapon drawn, pointed at her, wearing a straw hat, and a piece of straw hanging from his mouth. Sen shrieked as she stared directly into the double barrel.

“Get yer asses outta my barn!” The farmer’s voice terrified her.

A young woman approached behind him. “What’s going on, daddy?”

Sen froze, not knowing what to do. Panic re-entered her mind.

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO

Captain Daharn Tranner wasted little time after assuming command of the portion of Alec's fleet that had remained at Ketaris.  He had his sensor technicians track and plot the courses of all the ships that had entered the atmosphere during the battle and quickly put together orders for his bomber and fighter squadrons.  Of course, the simplicity of the orders made rapid action extremely easy.

From the bellies of the three Victory-class Star Destroyers under his command fighters launched.  Each Star Destroyer carried three squadrons with one of those three bombers and the other two either Interceptors or standard fighters.  The bombers quickly entered the atmosphere, breaking up by squadron and being escorted by half their number of Interceptors or fighters.  The remaining TIEs remained behind, screening the orbiting fleet in case the New Republic fighters tried to make an assault.

The orders for each set of bombers was clear and simple: track down the landing or crash sites of the shuttles and bomb the surrounding area for at least a kilometer in every direction.  There had been five shuttle landings and a number of fighters had also entered the area so each bomber squadron would have to hit multiple targets but Tranner wasn't overly worried.  He doubted he would get many, if any, of the insurgents, but at least they would be denied access to their shuttles and whatever heavy gear was stored within them.

-Alec Jaggers

Their first priority, Izra had decided once they were clear of the crash site, was to find fresh water.  Things would get easier after that.  All they needed was a tiny stream or something, that was all.  Just a stream or something.

            Indy was muttering to herself on the stretcher he and Kafec were carrying between them.  Even her voice didn’t sound like her own – there were hints of it, of course, but mostly it was all rasping whispers.  While he was fairly certain she was sleeping, he wasn’t sure whether the mutterings were something he should pay attention to or not.

            Then, quite suddenly, Indy lurched awake with a cry and with a whimper of pain collapsed back, almost causing Izra to lose his grip on the head end of the stretcher.  Her face knotted with pain as she lay there, still again, sucking in breaths and apparently trying to bring the pain back under control.

            “Guys!”  He hissed.  “Guys, hold up.  Kid, put her down.”  Slowly, Izra and Darak lowered their makeshift stretcher to the ground.  Izra crouched down next to Indy, whose green eyes flicked open and regarded him with a frank, if pained and tired, stare.

            “We can’t win this one, Izra,” she whispered painfully.  “But we have to stop...have to stop...have to stop him.”  She coughed and moaned a little.  “We have to stop Walex...Command sent us ‘cause they knew we wouldn’t fail...”

            Izra gently rested his hand on her forehead, gently smoothing her hair back from her face.  The contusion on her forehead was getting steadily more black and blue and was starting to swell, but there wasn’t much he could do about it – hell, there wasn’t anything to do about it.  He saw her wince as he touched her forehead, so he shifted his hand so it was just stroking her hair.  “We won’t let him win, Admiral.  I promise.”

            She laughed painfully, then winced.  “I believe you,” she whispered.  “I know I shouldn’t...but I believe you.”  She swallowed and closed her eyes.  Izra saw her hand spasm a little until it managed to form itself into a simulacrum of a fist.  The next breath from her was something that sounded like her husband’s name, and then she was out again, slipping back into dreams.

            “Sir?”  Sidro ventured.  “Sir, couldn’t we find a doctor or something out here and force him to treat her?  She’s hurt bad, isn’t she?”

            Izra grunted.  “Pick her back up, Kid.”  As they stood back up again and started to move again, he shook his head.  “She wouldn’t stand for it, Sidro.  Or lie for it, as it were.  I wouldn’t, either.”  He mustered up a smile for the sake of the two cadets with them.  “She’ll be okay – she has to be.  She’s got a mess of kids to go home to.”  The smile faded after a minute.  I love those kids of hers too much to have to explain to them someday that I was the one that let their mother slip away from us.  She can’t die – she’s got to go home to those kids.  She has to.  “Besides,” Izra said grimly.  “These people here, they’re not our enemies.  The Imperial forces here are.  Never forget that.”

            Rumbles of thunder sounded overhead and Izra grimaced.  Just what we need.  A storm.  “C’mon, let’s find some cover before it starts.  Last thing we need is to get drenched and get sick because of that.”

            No one answered him.  Then again, he really hadn’t expected a response.  He glanced down at Indy and sighed.  Sometimes, I really wish you hadn’t given me this job.  But now I have it, and I have to do it.

            I hate my life. 

~ Maj. Izra Dargan and the bag o’meat’n’bone that is your commanding officer

Max Tallon jolted awake as the alarms all over the hanger started going off, banging his head on the canopy of his bed for the night.  

"&#$%!"

He grumbled incoherently at himself as he rubbed his forehead and took a good look around.  People were rushing around, piling into shuttles, and X-Wing's roaring out of the hanger.  Rubbing the sleep from his eyes and wondering what in gods name was going on, he noticed his faint reflection in the canopy.  Turning his head and taking a good look at it, he noticed a large, obscenely stupid looking mustache drawn on his face.  Linch beeped in triumph and span his head around, which Max took as Linch's equivalent of an evil sneer. 

Punching the droid in the dome, Tallon sat himself back down in the cockpit.  "Linch start the preflight and switch over to the Squadron channel.  See if you can figure out where the rest of them are so I don’t get left behind.

ALREADY COMPLETED.

Max raised and eyebrow as the canopy slid shut overhead.  "You were going to go out there with me still asleep weren't you?"

POSSIBLY.

"I hate you..." he grumbled as the repulsorlifts roared to life, and the X-Wing coasted out of the hanger and into the cold depths of space. 

IM AFRAID ALL COMMUNICATIONS ARE BEING JAMMED BUT I DO HAVE GOOD NEWS.

Tallon payed little attention as he locked the S-foils into position and throttled up.  "Which would be?"

THE DASHAN HAS JUMPED OUT AND THERE ARE TWO TIE FIGHTERS FIRING ON OUR FLANK.

Before Max could react, the Fighter dove sharply and rolled into a long-arc turn.  "Okay, you had your fun.  Now give me back control," he said, shaking the flight stick in emphasis.

IF I REMEMBER YOUR WORDS CORRECTLY, YOU ARE THE ONE WHO CAN NOT LINE UP A SHOT.  AND IF I AM NOT QUITE MISTAKEN, THIS IS NOT YOUR BELOVED SWING.  THIS IS A REPUBLIC X-WING WITH NO MOTOR FUNCTIONS FOR ITS WEAPONRY.  SO I BELIEVE THAT I WOULD BE A MUCH MORE APPROPRIATE CANIDATE FOR HAVING FULL CONTROL OF THIS FIGHTER AND ITS FUNCTIONS.  BESIDES, THIS IS WHAT YOU PROGRAMMED ME TO DO.

Tallon smashed his fist against his leg and swore loudly.  "Not when im inside the damn thing!  Give me back control or im giving you over to the Republic to melt down and use for scrap!"

YOU HAVE SAID THE SAME THING MANY TIMES BEFORE.

"And how many times before have I actually been in the Republic?" he snarled, shaking the flight stick a second time.  The droid went uncharacteristically silent, probably contemplating its options.  Before Max could ask again, green laser fire flashed just past the nose of the Fighter. 

YOUR THE BOSS.

Rolling his eyes for as long as he dared, Tallon transferred all shields forward and shifted into a roll starboard, another barrage of fire darting past overhead. 

"Tallon, this is Briggs.  We've got multiple contacts heading our way.  Break formation and be ready for attack," a vaguely familiar voice crackled over the radio.

Max grunted and tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice as he brought the incoming Tie's under his guns.  "Already on it," he replied as he squeezed off two dual-linked shots, squinting a bit as they lanced through the ball cockpit of the first tie and passing by way too wide against the second and a few dozen shots pummeling against the forward shields.  He leaned forward, diving underneath the line of fire and leveling off so he soared right under the remaining Ties.  There were three left by the looks of it, the fact that he took out one was pure luck on his part. 

"Lead, this is Ten.  Im coming around to your position but if you woud be so kind as to take a run at the Imps riding my exhaust trail, I'd be almost tempted to say thank you."  That time it was a little harder to keep the thick sarcasm out of his tone but the distortion would probably keep that out.  Last thing Max Tallon needed was to be told he had an attitude problem for the two hundred, and thirty sixth time.

YOU DO REALIZE HOW HOPELESSLY OUTNUMBERS A SINGLE X-WING SQUADRON IS OUT HERE RIGHT?  I BELIEVE YOU WOULD DO BETTER TO MAKE A RUN FOR KETARIS AND COMMENCE STRAFFING RUNS ON THE IMPERIAL MILITIA.

Tallon flipped the shield power aft and toggled to unlinked blaster fire.  "Linch, the next time to ramble on for more then four words, im going to eject you into space."  If there was one thing that made him angrier then usual, it was being bugged while he was flying.  "Take all energy from lasers and put them into the engines," he grunted while switching over to torpedoes, the three Ties starting to slowly lose ground in his rear scope.

~Max "Wireless" Tallon~

The other other white meat.

It was the middle of the summer season on Ketaris, and Jarod Naimon was a busy, busy man. He had crops to keep irrigated, animals to feed and care for, and a daughter to raise. Since Martha had died five years back, he had taken on even more work than before, and now he regretted not selling the farm as he had intended to do. Moving to the city would have given his dear Julie a chance to focus on her schooling and maybe go to the university after she finished. But with only him and her to take care of a farm, he'd needed her to do more work than he reckoned she ought've, and she taught herself from datatextbooks in the nights. She hadn't ever said anything to him about wanting to leave the farm, but she wouldn't, knowing little Julie. She'd just keep on helping him out with all of the work that had to be done. Maybe he should reconsider selling the farm now that his girl was growing up.

Of course, right now his daughter was standing behind him, a confused look on her face as he aimed an old slugthrower at a trio of strange humans that had somehow managed to land a shuttle inside his barn. He knew nothing about the people in front of him, except that they had landed on his property in the middle of a battle in the space above his planet. The fact that they were probably dangerous occurred to him about the same time as he noticed the blasters that each of the strangers wore and at the same time he heard the noise, which was approximately four milliseconds before he blacked out.

***

Neesh had been searching through a small collection of farm tools that was stored in a corner adjacent to the door, when he heard the farmer burst into the barn, rifle in hand. He shrank into the shadows, half-drawing his sidearm before deciding against it. To his relief, none of the other Aurora Force commandos drew their weapons; even from what little Neesh knew about Deuce Klivan, he bet that the hotshot pilot could draw, fire, and holster his blaster again before the farmer would be able to react. We're here to befriend the locals, he reminded himself as the short exchange between the armed farmer and the commandos began.

He crept slowly from his hiding place when he was sure the farmer would not be able to see him out of his peripheral vision. Almost too late, he noticed the girl--probably a daughter--enter behind her father. He froze, unwilling to betray his presence with any sort of motion.

Then his opportunity came. Blazer, knowing full well that neither the farmer nor his daughter had yet seen Neesh, surreptitiously kicked a clod of dirt into another stack of tools. The motion was slight enough to not attract attention, but the noise that ensued when one shovel slipped and fell onto the floor, jarring others loose, was impossible to miss.

The farmer's head whipped around toward the suspicious cacophony, directly opposite the barn from where Neesh was crouching motionless. In the instant that Blazer began his diversion, the Rodian took advantage of it, closing the distance within a split second and striking with the blade of his left hand. His other hand tipped the barrel of the gun into the air, a precaution in case the knockout blow he had dealt caused the farmer to spasm at all and fire. Nothing happened, though, save for the man's sudden drop to the floor of the barn.

Neesh grinned at his teammates and took two lazy steps toward them. "Thanks for the setup, Blazer. I know you guys were trying to be polite and all, but..." he cut his sentence off as he realized that none of the others were looking at him. He whirled around, fighting instincts kicking in, his right hand flattening into a fist, then stopped when he saw the girl kneeling on the floor next to her father, gently touching his forehead and the spot on his neck where he had been struck.

Neesh felt a flash of annoyance at his lack of awareness--he had totally forgotten about the girl after dealing with the farmer. Great work, soldier, he told himself. If she'd been an Imperial trooper, I'd have a sizeable hole in my back right about now. Another emotion flickered through his head, sympathy for the girl's plight. "Uh," he offered lamely, "he's not dead." The girl looked up at him, her eyes a mixture of confusion and fear. Her concerned expression slowly transformed itself into wariness. She looked at the other commandos, silent and menacing, then returned her suspicious gaze to Neesh again.

"What d-do you want?" she asked timidly, her voice faltering as if it was unable to support its own weight. "What did you do to him? What are you going to do to me?" Her voice gained in volume, sharpness, and panic in each new question. She stood up and took a step backward as Neesh shifted to a more neutral posture.

"We're not here to hurt you," he said, inwardly laughing at his words. I sound like the star of a two-bit holodrama: 'we're not here to hurt you'? What's next, 'we come in peace' or 'we're here to rescue you'? He decided to resist the temptation, and said instead, "Your father'll be okay in another fifteen minutes or so, other than maybe some soreness from where I hit him." And the fact that he'll be majorly hacked that we're still on his property.

The girl no longer looked like she was going to scream and faint, but still obviously didn't trust them. Neesh glanced back at his teammates. "Look," he said, realizing that they were running out of time, "we need your house. Chances are that Imperials are going to come after us, and it would be better if you weren't anywhere near us when they do."

At the mention of Imperials, the girl's eyes widened and she nodded. She looked toward the barn door nervously, then motioned for them to follow her. She gave another glance to her father, then to Neesh, before starting toward the farm house.

As Neesh and Deuce stooped to pick up the unconscious father, Sen glared at them. "What do you think you're doing?" she hissed.

Without pausing, the two commandos continued their work. Deuce was the one who answered her. "Right now, we aren't even sure if the Imps know we're here. They might have missed us completely. And I'm sure as hell not leaving this shuttle behind if I don't have to."

They followed the farm girl into the house, setting the father on the couch before heading to a room so they could discuss their plans.

~Neesh~

the crazy Rodian

Walex examined the power readings for his command center. Force fields, turrets, security shields, structural integrity, prison cells, offices, police station, holding pens... holding pens?

He glanced up to examine the readout. Holding pens in the basement, 200 of them. What on earth? Confusion crisscrossed his face, a curious habitual quirk giving the whole thing a comical look. Ignoring some of the questions thrown his way, he walked over to the central console and called up the building's schematics. Thumbing through files and files, 

he finally found what he was looking for. 

"High-voltage holding pens, currently housing Varuda beasts for police work. Varuda beasts?"

He clicked on the link. An image sprung up in front of him and shimmered for a second before it focused on a large four-legged reptilian creature. It was easily the size of a wookiee if it stood up on its hind legs... which it often did, according to the little animation. Powerful jaws, and an even more powerful tail...

"Captain?"

No one answered his querry. He turned around, saw most of his troops busy and shrugged. They had more important things to worry about. His crackpot plans could wait for now. Instead, he chose to go to the source of it all and dialed up one of the police commanders in the station some floors below him. A brief exchange soon yielded results when Officer Karaui stepped through the turbolift doors and shook Walex's hand.

"So, officer... I notice here we have 200 holding pens in the basement of the building."

"That is correct Sir."

"They house these... Varuda beasts?"

"We call them Varries, but yes, Varuda would be their official name."

"So, these are trained animals, correct?"

"They are actually, extremely obedient and loyal... but..."

"But?"

"You see, ever since your stormtroopers came to the tower, they have banned access to most sites, including the basement where the power generator is. We didn't have access to go and feed the beasts, so..."

Walex winced "So they're all dead..."

The officer stopped short and made a face: "No, not really dead. More like... anxious to bite something. Varries are insanely tough, they can go without food for a while... but it drives them crazy."

“How crazy?"

"Well, crazy enough to go on a killing spree until they have satisfied their hunger."

"I see... Are they in any way marked or... something?"

"We have implanted tracking devices in all of them, and tracking them is a breeze. Why?"

"Nothing officer. Do you perhaps have two or three volunteers who would want to come up here and help me out with the Varudas?"

"I suppose so. Do be careful however, their training costs a great deal of money. If you lose one of them, we expect to be paid in full for the damages done."

"I understand that officer. Thank you."

The man turned on his heel, counting money behind his eyes and strode back to the turbolift. 

Credit to his promise, two officers stood in front of Walex again, listening to his crackpot plan. A crackpot plan it was indeed...

===============================================================

Jarson looked up as a Lambda shuttle passed over his AT-ST, shadowed by two cloakshape fighters. It distracted him long enough that he nearly allowed his machine to plow into the fields of a local farmer. Embarassed, he quickly corrected his motion and cast a quick glance at the barn and the house. He felt bad about stopping and having everyone see the marks that he left when he nearly tore up the fence surrounding the small property.

"Commander? Should we not investigate the farm?"

"Keep moving Aleph-1, I already did a sensor scan, nothing to be found here."

===============================================================

Meanwhile, the same Lambda that passed overhead soon reached the crash site of Shuttle 1. It hovered there for about twenty seconds, just long enough to drop two large crates with parachutes, then sped off back towards the city.

The crates rattled for a second, then burst open, eight Varuda beasts leaping out and roaring, foam gathering at their mouths. Their powerful nostrils quickly picked up fresh human scent... the scent of fresh human meat. It was time to go feed.

They disappeared into the forest in just a few seconds, their long legs carrying the with unseen speed.

All over the city, shuttles were now deploying what was left of the once mighty hunting pack. Contrary to the officer's belief, over 60% of all the beasts died... either of malnutrition, or simply because they killed each other. Only 30 specimens remained, and those were the nastiest, the toughest, the most aggressive. They were the true leaders of the pack. 

And now, they were allowed free reign on the outskirts of the city.

Wal

"ENOUGH. We heard you the first time." Ben began to give his order.

" For the love of the Sith, if it was an Imp, we'd already be dead with all the noise we're making talking about it."

Ben usually fancied himself an easy-going guy.  However, having your shuttle crash usually takes the easy out of the going.  That, and his freakin' leg...

*Man,* he thought to himself, *I really need to change my call-sign.*

"We need to find someplace to go to ground for the night.  I'd rather not have us stumbling around in a forest (is it a forest?) after dark.  Keep your eyes open.  Someplace dry and well covered.  At night, we'll mainly be worried about air-searches.  A defensible position would be a plus."

Alex shook his head.  "If the Imps find us, it won't matter if it's defendable or not."

"Doesn't need we should let them get us without getting bloody." Ben muttered.  "We'll keep moving for a while, and spread out and search for a shelter for the night.  And see if you guys can keep it quite so we don't attract all the major predators, eh?"

DeLong caught up.  "What's the hold-up?"

Ben shook his head.  "Nothing.  Just checking a noise.  Let's move out."

Ben turned and began to walk.  *Ouch.  Ouch.  Ouch.  Ouch...*

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun

Avalanche CO

Keiran grumbled. He’d not been being noisy. He’d only whispered. And now he was getting told to keep it quiet in case they attracted all the predators? He wasn’t the one who was being a loudmouth… 'What’s your major malfunction, Ben? It’s not my fault you hurt your kriffing leg, don’t take it out on me,' he thought, following quietly after the rest of the squad.

Keiran looked at Robert, and, keeping his voice low, couldn’t help but wonder. “Is he always this grouchy?”

“Only when he’s having a bad day.”

Keiran shook his head. 'I hope I don’t end up working with him again next mission. Missions always mean a bad day. Admittedly, this one isn’t off to the best of starts. It’s not really ideal when all of the squads are split up, and the shuttle has crashed.'

After they’d been walking for some time, the squad found a place to settle for the night. It wasn’t the best of places, but it was better than nowhere. 'Murphy’s laws of combat operations, rule number one hundred and twelve, ‘your bivouac for the night is the spot where you got tired of marching that day.’'

The place was both sheltered, and dry. But for Kieran, it was a nightmare. Whatever it was that was growing here, he had an allergic reaction to it. It made his eyes itch, and his nose run, which overall, meant it would be a miserable end to a miserable day. 'Just typical… the only things that went right today were that no one was seriously injured when our shuttle went down, and the makeshift radio actually works, after a fashion.'

-Keiran Lyconius

Kyrus strode out of the shuttle shook his head and laughed. "Holy Sith Spawn that was a wild ride."  Calming down he looked over at Tech, " Hey boss, what should I do now?"  Tech seemed to divert his attention for a moment saying something about heat panels that needed replacing. That's odd he thought, but maybe we're gonna take the shuttle closer to the city.  Droping his duffle bag and cannon he began searching for the replacement panels

-Kyrus Orelukson

“Just ahead sir, I found a small outcropping of rock,” Char reported.  He had been sent ahead to find a suitable place to rest that would be out of the imminent rain.  Char had willingly obeyed the order, but internally he was wrestling with their current predicament.  

*Three perfectly good x-wings grounded and now we’re traipsing around these woods like a stang camping expedition.*  

He understood the Major’s decision to rescue Vice Admiral Bridger, they had surely saved her life, but he questioned the need for all three able-bodied pilots to be cutting through the forest trying to evade any imperial patrols.  

*One or two more X-wings in the air might make all the difference here!*  

The young pilot scolded himself, the concept that a lone snub fighter could win a battle was one that had been around since the first death star, but more often than not, it was many factors, of which a single ship was rarely the difference maker.  Strong leadership was certainly a bigger part of the equation, therefore doing everything he could to ensure the Vice Admiral stayed safe was of paramount importance.  He resolved to commit to this task, and hoped he wouldn’t need to remind himself of it again.

They had reached the outcropping Char had spied earlier and Izra and Kafec set the stretcher down as softly as possible.  Indy murmured something unintelligible as the stretcher was laid to rest against the cool rock.  

Izra stretched his legs and scanned their surroundings, finally declaring, “We need to get that water before the rains starts.”  He seemed unsure about who to send, he and Kafec had been carrying the stretcher, but Char and been doing nearly twice the walking because he had been scouting ahead and doubling back to report.  Sensing the Major’s dilemma Char spoke up.

“I’ll go Major, we’re on a slight slope here so there should be some run-off to the southwest.”   Char was glad to volunteer, he did not feel all that tired from the scouting he had been doing, but more than that he did not wish to see Vice Admiral Bridger in her current state.  Though Izra seemed confident that she would make it, Char was not so sure, and to be quite honest he wasn’t prepared to watch her die.  He had only spoken with Indy once, but nevertheless it pained him to think that he might be witness to her last moments.  It just reminded him way too much of watching his mother and younger brother die.  Welcoming the chance to set out on his own, he tied the four canteens together and slung them over his shoulder.

***

The rain was coming down fairly hard by the time Char reached the second water source.  Almost half a kilometer from where they had stopped to rest, he was elated that this water was drinkable.  Initially he had found a slow-moving stream close to their shelter, but when Char took a greedy gulp of the water he began to retch violently, immediately spitting the water back up.  Upon closer inspection he noticed an unfamiliar moss growing on the rocks in the stream, perhaps that had caused the reaction.  In any case the water was not at all fresh and definitely not drinkable.  He had set out again, walking further south until he found a gushing brook where the water was moving at a rapid pace.  Though he spied none of the moss he had seen earlier he still took a tentative sip, and was relieved when the water stayed down.  

*Of course by now Izra could have just have collected enough of this blasted rain.* 

However, upon letting some drops fall onto his tongue he realized that though the rain-water was certainly better than that of the first stream, it would not be suitable for drinking in any large quantity, and definitely not suitable for treating Indy's wounds.  He hefted his collection of canteens, heavier now that they were full, and started back towards the others.  He had taken barely twenty steps when he saw something that made his blood run cold, Imperial Storm Troopers.

There were only four of them that he could see, spread out in a haphazard looking recon formation.  *Probably miffed that they’re out here and not around the real action.*  

Char followed them as close as he dared, wary of the fact that his orange flight suit made him about as camouflaged as an Ewok on Hoth.  After following closely for a few minutes he realized that if these troopers stayed on their current pattern they would surely find Izra, Indy and Kafec.  Hemmed in against the rocks and with Indy injured, the three of them stood little chance as it was, especially if the troopers called in reinforcements, which they likely would.  He could try to skirt around them to get back to the others, but given his current attire he would have to give them too wide a berth, and then the storm troopers would get there first.  He crept a little closer, and crouched down behind a rotting stump.  The sound of the rain pounding on the canopy of trees hid his footfalls from the imperials, the closest of which was toting a heavy blaster rifle while the others had carbines.  Char had realized before he left to get water that his first priority was the safety of Vice Admiral Bridger and the others, and now facing the situation in front of him he knew he had only one option.  Without a moment's hesitation Cadet Char Sidro sighted the most heavily armed trooper and fired.
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The Noghri Commando team leader bowed slightly to the Lieutneant who met him as he came off the shuttle's ramp. 

"Kharakhvar clan Ekh'mir, at your service," he purred.


"Welcome aboard the *Ancalagon,* warrior of the clan Ekh'mir." The Lieutenant, though he tried to hide it, showed the typical discomfort of a human who'd never encountered their race before. Kharakhvar watched him with clinical dispassion. Some of his fellows found it amusing, and it made them overconfident; but in the last few months, Kahrakhvar had learned that such first impressions didn’t always last.


Last year, he had served on the team that had penetrated the Aurora Force base on Xenen. Most of the AFers had never even HEARD of Noghri--but they'd fought so efficiently that almost the entire team had been slaughtered. Kharakhar was the only survivor. 


Their assgnment that day had been to kill, among other people, Alec Jaggers. The team he led today might also find themselves carrying out that charge--but only if they decided he wasn't serving the Admiral well enough.


And if it became their duty, they would not take any chances at his escape. Jaggers was an elite Sinath warrior, but he could not beat an entire team of Noghri warriors.


"The battleroms you requested are in the records room," the Lieutenant continued. The human extended a glistening hand to indicate the direction. 

"If you will follow me?"


"If you don't mind,we'd like to interview Jaggers personally first." Kharakhar deliberately left off the rank. Noghri were not part of the typical chain of command. They answered only to their team leaders, their clan dynasts, and their lord the Grand Admiral. 


And Lieutenants didn't question their requests. This one knew that, and didn't try to offer any excuses about how indisposed Jaggers was. "Of course." 


Kharakhar nodded at his inferiors to follow, and smiled at the Lieutenant. The lieutenant didn't seem to find his razor teeth comforting. "Lead the way."

--Noghri Commando Team 64

When Alec met the Noghri team he was already angry, which was not a good way to start this type of interview.  He knew the Noghri investigation team would not take kindly to his foul mood but he couldn't help it.  Because of the arrival of the Noghri, his pursuit of the 'Dashan' had been halted, allowing the Aurora Force flagship to increase the lead she already had on her pursuers.

"Warrior Kharakhvar of the Ekh'mir, I welcome you onboard my vessel.  If there is any way that I, or any of my people may aid you, you need merely request it."

The short alien bowed slightly in acceptance.  "My greetings to you as well, warrior Jaggers of the Empire.  I am sure our time here will be short- assuming you are forthcoming in answering our questions."

Alec bristled at the unconcealed insult to his honesty but forced himself to be seated calmly and offer a chair to his accuser.  The Noghri accepted, seating himself across from Alec.  They had met in Alec's own apartments, something that Alec hoped would give him even a slight edge in the confrontation.

"The Lord Thrawn has studied your handling of the battle at Ketaris and finds it somewhat... lacking."

Though he knew he could never live up to Thrawn's tactical genius, Alec also knew that his own skills were not inconsiderable.  He had, with hardly any losses or damage to his own forces, severly wounded the Aurora Force flagship and trapped his former comrades on Ketaris.  He even knew that, had the 'Dashan' came out of hyperspace with a different orientation, his battle formation would have ensured that no shuttle or fighter had escaped alive.  A simple twist of fate had saved Aurora Force- as such twists had countless times before.

"Lacking in what way?" he asked.

The Noghri smiled, showing razor teeth, "Conviction.  It seems nearly half a dozen shuttles and several fighters managed to make it into the Ketaris atmosphere.  You failed to send forces after them to see to their destruction."

Alec cursed silently.  If Thrawn had thought Alec would destroy the entirety of the AF in space, what was the point of establishing Walex with such a strong position on the ground?  "I was forced to make a quick choice after the 'Dashan' fled the battlefield-"

"Thrawn also noted that you ordered your Interdictor cruiser to take up a position that allowed the 'Dashan' to flee.  Based on the previous skills you demonstrated in positioning your ships, it seemed obvious that you actually intended to do so."

"I have been tasked with the destruction of the Aurora Force.  The 'Dashan' is not the Aurora Force- but it is my key to them.  Fleet intelligence has revealed that the bulk of the AF fleet is undergoing repairs, some of the ships, however, are missing.  Key among them are the 'Imladris' and 'Freedom's Call'.  They disappeared at the same time the 'Dashan' left Xenen for Ketaris.  It was obvious enough to me that they are somewhere between Ketaris and Xenen, acting as backup for the 'Dashan'.  I could have spent years combing nearby space for any forces the AF have in the area, or I could do what I have done."

"Please, warrior Jaggers, explain why you left Ketaris- taking half of your fleet to chase after a single Star Destroyer."

He almost smiled.  Whatever skills this Noghri possesed at close combat, this one at least seemed to have no grasp of naval strategy.  "The 'Dashan' has been planted with two tracers.  They send out a signal anytime the ship is in hyperspace or using their own hypercomm- allowing us to track them.  Soon the 'Dashan' will join whatever forces the Wyvern has in the area and they will all be mine to destroy."

"Assuming they are there.  What if you find no more Aurora Force ships in the area?"

Alec hesitated, this part of his plans he had so far told only to Captain Keller.  "If I am unopposed in this region, I will take the two battle groups with me and strike- either at Xenen or Golgan III."  Alec rose from his chair, effectively ending the discussion.

"You accused me of lacking conviction in my pursuit of the AF.  Perhaps that is warranted based on my history, but I assure you, I intend to see Thrawn victorious.  For the good of the galaxy, I will chase every last member the Aurora Force to the ends of the galaxy and destroy them.  In a few days time I will either destroy whatever they have sent against me or I will devastate their homes.

"We shall continue this another time, warrior of Ekh'mir."

"Yes," the Noghri hissed, "We will."

Jag 

New Republic Commando Corps Captain Len Parakan stifled a wince as he prepared to bite into another ration bar. Luckily, they'd run out of "Authentic Roast-Gornt Flavor" last week, and were working on the Fried Hawk-Bat.

The arrival of the Imperials on Ketaris had put the anti-alien groups in the capital city of Quizcse on high gear, which kept about half of Pararakn's deep cover C-Team in doors most of the time. Thus their operations outside of their safe house were severely restricted, and grocery-buying was just not on the agenda.  *When I get out of here, I'm going to see if Aldair will let me spend about a week at that wonderful tapcafe of his.*

This morning's scan of the unjammed holochannels had brought news of the Dashan's sudden arrival and equally sudden retreat--as well as evidence of the fleet whose existence they hadn't been able to confirm until today. With all the jamming, they were stuck with hearing only the Imperial version of news; but even when you cut out the propaganda, it was clear that the Imps had sent an Impstar Deuce of the AFFC running with its back fur sticking straight up. 

He could only hope that the AF had gotten off a few drop ships--and that the directions he'd given them to the safe house were clear. *If I have to stay in this cage another week, by the Cold...*

--Len Parakan

"- that’s it, Rachel.  Just sit up, nice and easy..."

Rachel DeLong groaned as she sat up on the floor of the 'Dashan's' main hangar.  A few pieces of debris fell off her torso in the process.  She looked out and say the lights of hyperspace through the hangar opening.

"Janice... where... what?"

"Commander Tyman jumped us to hyperspace when our shields went," Janice Osren said quietly, "the hull's pretty messed up, regardless, and we don't know the state of the landing teams.  They could have made it-"

"-or they could all be dead," Rachel finished, rubbing her head and trying to stand up, "figures.  Let me guess;  all fighters were deployed in system before we jumped."

Janice nodded.

"I've not verified the count, but yeah.  We launched all craft; all except yours."

It took a moment for that to sink in.

"So, I'm it then?"

"For now, yeah."

"Who ambushed us?"

"According the rumors," Janice said sadly, "it was Alec Jaggers."

Rachel nearly sagged back to the floor.  Alec... she'd actually tried to speak up for him at his trial, letting everyone known that at least a part of the tragedy that was Concelli VIII wasn't his fault, but was the result of someone else's machinations.  He'd messed up, she knew that, but she never thought of him as an enemy, even for that.  Now... now he'd betrayed them all... and if his reputation was any suggestion, he'd be trying to track the 'Dashan's' escape route...

And she was probably the only living fighter pilot on the ship.

Rachel looked around for someone.  She found him not to far away, and none the worse for wear.

"Lassiter!  I need to speak to you."

"How many times do I have to tell you, get that box off of my ship!"

The klaxxons and noises of chaos were making it nearly impossible for Rachel and Lassiter to hear each other. The argument was the same since the mission started:  Lassiter hadn't yet taken the ammunition magazine off of Rachel's A-wing.  Now there was no time.

"We don't have time to take it off!" he tried to say.  "We added a button in your cockpit.  When you empty the magazine, push it; a set of explosive bolts will blow it off.  No problem."

A turbolaser shot exploded against the ceiling before Rachel could respond; something knocked her off her feet, and then unconscious.
Chief Lassiter Britign came over to the two women, noting as he did the look of slight amusement on Master Chief Osren's face, and the look of something not even remotely akin to amusement on Rachel DeLong's.

"Okay, here's the scoop," she said without preamble, "I may be the only pilot still on board the 'Dashan'.  My A-wing may be the only fighter cover we have when Jaggers comes after us.  I'll have to be able to actually fly the thing when that happens, so please, no more delays, no more hoping I'll change my mind.  Please, get that stupid kriffing box the STANG off of my ship."

Lassiter looked like he was still about to argue the point, then acquiesced after a warning look from Master Chief Osren.  Now was NOT the time for engineering pride to take over.

"Alright, when you put it that way... I'll have it off in about five minutes, maximum.  We'll still have it here, if you need it."

"Just... just take the thing off of the ship.  I don't care what you do with it later... I just need to be able to fly without my ship pitching down every time I fire the engines."

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

She was probably the largest non-landing craft the 'Dashan' launched, and had drawn here fair share of enemy attention.  The heat levels of her dorsal and ventral quad lasers, and the lack of any remaining torpedoes, attested to the fact that she had met that attention with her usual elegant persona.

Meaning she had blown up anything Imperial that came her way.  As a YT-2000 freighter, she had that capacity in spades.  The name of the ship was the 'Vendetta'; like her companion ship, the 'Peregrine's Claw', she had an AI controller.  This AI was named Ven, and was female.  At least, programmed female.

At the present moment, she was simply hovering in Ketaris orbit, her ebony black exterior, and total lack of active running or cockpit lights, making her either invisible or looking like another piece of battle debris in orbit, depending on where she, the planet, and the viewer were in relation to each other.  Instead of destroying enemy fighters, she was now taking passive sensor data, cataloging the contents and positioning of the enemy fleet, and trying to keep track of the remaining AF fighters in orbit.  Most had gone to ground on Ketaris or elsewhere in the system; she would have joined them, but she occupied with something else...

She'd registered Indy's A-wing loosing all power and entering Ketaris' atmosphere.  She'd attempted to call Izra Dargan, to see if she needed to try and conduct a medical evac... but something had tried to piggy-back itself into her computers from her attempted transmission.  Something that looked a bit like one of Indy's famous HAPPY codes, but a lot more... virulent.

In fact, it was that invasion that was causing her to simply float and passively scan; most of her processing resources were being devoted to isolating and purging the virus.  It was no small feat; the thing was rapidly wrapping, or attempting to wrap, its nefarious tendrils around her primary operating systems.  She was getting a handle on it, but it would be another half-hour or so before she could move again.

Ven had, at the start of the process, pondered what to do then; her first instinct, coming from her human programming, was to try and comm the surface again, see if anyone needed medical evac or fire support.  Then her more logical side reminded her that to call the surface would cause the virus to attack again; it looked like Partija had seeded it in most of the comm frequencies, and that it was programmed to attack if those frequencies were used to transmit.  It was a conundrum.

The conundrum ended when she regained control of her all-range passive sensors, and decided to try and put together a comprehensive picture of what was at Ketaris.  She didn't know where the 'Dashan' had jumped to, but it's exit vector took in the opposite direction of Xenen... and the rest of the AFFC.  So she made that her target; as soon as the engines came on-line, she would jump to Xenen, find Derik Bel-Iblis, and inform him of what exactly was going on at Ketaris.

But she had to wait another half-hour.

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

"She should be grateful, you know that, right?"

Janice shot Lassiter a look of utter incredulity.  With nothing incoming or outgoing from the hanger, she'd volunteered to help him take the magazine off of Rachel's A-wing.  It saved time, and time was off the essence; they'd be dropping out of hyperspace soon, and no one knew what they would be expecting.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Well, if it wasn't for this box, then she'd be stuck there at Ketaris with all the others, instead of here."

Janice shook her head, but didn't laugh.  Chief Britign was a good deck mechanic, and an inventive and quick engineer, but he still had a lot to learn about people.  She missed Chief Patricks, in that regard.

Janice motioned for him to look at Rachel, who was helping clean the debris off of the flight deck.  The worry and anger was evident in her eyes.

"Her being here, instead of risking it the other pilots, is exactly the reason why she's so mad at you."

LCL Carlos DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2

" 'This time I can save them?' "


Seated in the copilot's chair of what had once been Shuttle 4, Janet Skyy shooks her head. "What on earth is that supposed to mean?"


Tannik Garland, in the pilot's chair, shrugged. "That's what he was muttering when he ran off. I don't know what to make of it. Who is this Kax fellow anyway?"


*Kaz,* Trosa corrected mentally. *Not Kax. Kaz.* The man who most of the RS knew as Admirla Kax Falcion, the Rebel Squadrons' executive officer...who, along with RSFC Gavin Kravis, had been quietly "slumming" with the AF for this mission. But Tannik didn't need to know that, if he didn't already. More to the point, ay Imperials focusing audio sensors on their shuttle didn't need to know that.


Janet seemed to agree. "Just someone," she muttered. "A good guy."


"Yeah--when he's sane." Lamin, as he tested the lightsaber he'd just pulled from the wreckage. "I think this is yours, Tros. So, Janet--I guess that makes you the ranking officer. What do we do now?"

--Trosa

Robert had volunteered to take first watch; he could call on the Force to keep him awake easier than Ben could, and he figured that all the rest needed to sleep anyway.  He was slightly amused, though, listening to the aftereffects of Keiran's allergic reaction to the foliage.  Only slightly, as he remembered the last time he had a sinus infection... that had NOT be a fun two weeks, and he knew that running from the enemy was bad enough without having to deal with a runny nose.

He was watching with both his senses and the Force; there didn't seem to be any ysalamiri present, so he intended to take full advantage of the Force while he had the chance.  He could, after all, "hear" better with it-

Hunger.  A gnawing hunger, an eagerness to bite flesh and tear it raw from the bones-

No.  Not a hunger.  Eight hungers.

"Wakey wakey," Robert whispered, also putting a Force-compulsion behind the words.  In a few moments, the ad-hoc squad was awake; not very refreshed, but awake and alert.

"Trouble?" Ben asked, crawling up beside Robert.

"Eight creatures, west of here, heading in our direction.  I don't know what they are, but... they feel reptilian, they're big, and they're hungry."

"Let me guess," Alex said, "we're the menu."

"Tracking us by scent?" Keiran asked.

Robert nodded.

"I guess that leaves out going somewhere else," Cain remarked.

LCL Carlos DeLong/Robert DeLong
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Now that Indy was safe Kid had to do his duty, If he hadn't been a Makurth the 2 klicks likely would have taken 20 minutes, 10 for anyone in the military.  It took him five, with the camo he was invisible due to his dark fur.

Before he had left he had told Izra: "Sir, if I see anything suspisious I will give a battle scream, hopefully they will think it is a native animal, besides its the only thing I've got that can travel 2 klicks!"

"Do it." Came the reply, and after saluting he took off.  He had been waiting for only about 20 minutes before there was trouble, first a few native animals began attacking him and he had to move under the tarp in order to kill them.  Which meant that if there had been someone observing the area around the crash sight, they now more than likely knew where he was.  Then he saw the first patrol, scout troopers on speeder bikes.  The based just overhead but continued away from Indy and the others. Damn he thought, there was someone observing the area.  When they were within 10 yards of the young Makurth he let out a piercing scream and fell into the attackers pike flashing, now all he has to do is keep them from firing!

Cadet Kid Kafec, Lightning 7

The moment the Noghri left the conference, Varrakh sidled up to Kharakhvar. 

"Permission to speak freely?"

"Why not?" Kharakhvar hid a sigh. Jaggers had not only refused to be cowed; he'd refused to budge an inch. He obviously didn't want them to be here, and he'd cooperate only to the strictest letter of the Grand Admiral's desires.

"You should have let me ask the questions, sir," Varrakh murmured in the Noghri tongue. Like too many Noghri these days, her diction sounded more learned than native. "There were several points of the debate which this warrior considered improperly addressed."

"I am leader," Kharakhvar snapped. "It was my duty to do the first interview." But he forced himself to acknowlege the point. Varrakh was the team's strat/tac expert. Kharakhvar knew the rudiments, but Varrakh was as good in simulations as all but the top strata of fleet Admirals on either side. "From now on, however, I shall yield to you whenever feasible in matters relating to your specialty."

"Very good, sir," Varrakh purred. She fell back with the others.

The nervous Lieutenant from the hangar showed them to their quarters--specially fitted for the Noghri, Kharakhvar noted with satisfaction. All too often on Star Destroyers, they were given too-large beds and unsuitable refresher facilities. Jaggers, for all his bluster, didn't wish to slight the Grand Admiral's agents.

The team, weary and still operating on Nystao time, decided to leave the records room for the next day.

--Trosa

His blast caught the nearest stormtrooper in the neck, dropping him instantly.  He fired his modified blaster at the next closest target, spinning the man to the ground with a shot below his armpit.  Char managed one more shot before he ducked back down behind the stump, but the man had already dropped to a shooter’s crouch and Char’s blast sailed over his head.  Return fired shredded the surrounding underbrush and peppered the rotting stump he was hiding behind, some of the bolts punching clean through it, narrowly missing Char’s head.  The stormtroopers had been quicker to react than he thought, but a lot of the return fire was panicked, likely even more chaotic because of the pouring rain.   

*Better finish this quick, two down, two to go.* 

He feinted left and was immediately answered by two well-placed shots in that direction, but Char was already rolling to the right.  He came up firing, hitting the first soldier in the midsection as the trooper tried to bring his carbine around.  Char then charged forward making the last man overshoot him.  Nearing point blank range he fired a single shot that struck his enemy right in the eyepiece of his helmet. 

“Bullseye,” he chuckled to himself as he hefted the canteens he had dropped.  

It was a lame joke but he loved that kind of campy humor.  Back when he was at the Corsec academy Myranika, his best friend (and sometime girlfriend), had joked that the only reason he joined the academy was so he could drop those corny lines from those bad police holo-dramas that he loved so much.

*If she had heard that last one I could probably forget about that ‘sometime girlfriend’ part of our relationship.*  

Deciding his attentions were better utilized elsewhere he began to see about disposing of the bodies and getting back to the shelter with the water.  He holstered his blaster and bent down to pilfer a carbine from one of the dead troopers. 

“Say something if you DON’T want me to borrow this,” he chuckled again.  

Feeling pleased with his lame post-gunfight humor he moved on to the next man.  He was the first one Char had shot; his helmet had been lifted clean of his head by the force of the blast to his neck.  Seeing the man's face sobered the young cadet somewhat, but the sound coming from the man’s helmet-com got his adrenaline back up right away:

“WE HAVE A FIX ON YOUR POSITION, HOLD ON SOLDIER, WE’RE COMING UP THE HILL!”

*Stang!*  Char turned just in time to see the rest of the squad coming up the hill, eight troopers in all.  He darted left and sprayed the carbine across the paths of the oncoming soldiers.  

*I should have known a platoon wouldn’t be very far from the rest of their squad, I can’t lead eight troopers back to Izra and the others, they may have back up.* 

Seeing no other choice Char bolted back up the hill, this time heading northwest.  He hoped that Izra would either head southeast, the way they had been going, or stay put.

The rain continued to pound the over head canopy, causing deluges of water to splash down off the leaves to the earth below, creating a muddy river of loose soil.  Any difficulty Char was having with the terrain was not much worse than what the stormtroopers were having, who he seemed to be gaining ground on.  He tried a couple of shots over his shoulder, but missed his intended target by about 3 meters.  

*The guy isn’t a tie-fighter idiot, you don’t have to lead him so much!*  

The hill he had been climbing eventually evened out near a trail coming from the east and a sharp cliff face to the west.  Further north the terrain began to slope back down.  It was decision time.

*If I keep going I give up the higher ground. If I head east they can outflank me by cutting across the hill diagonally, I’m not about to charge them or jump off this ledge.*

He peeked over the side again and saw about a 12-meter drop down into a creek bed full of jagged rocks.

*Yeah, definitely not jumping off the ledge.  Better make my stand here.*  

He crouched as low as possible behind a long ago fallen log and waited for the oncoming stormtroopers.  

*How come everytime I need cover I can only find rotting wood?*

The first man to come into range caught three bolts from Char’s carbine for his trouble, sending him tumbling down the slope.  The other troopers however, fanned out across the entire hill, staying about 20 meters back, and began to pour fire at Char’s cover, splintering the log.  Occasionally he would snap off a few return shots but for the most part they had him pinned down.  

*What in space are they waiting for?  If they rush me I met get two or three but they’ll get me for sure… unless, SITHSPIT!*

The speeder bikes came screaming down the trail, spraying hot energy the size of schockballs at him.  One bolt clipped his thigh, tossing him back towards the cliff’s edge.  His momentum tumbled him over the edge, as he just barely grabbed onto a rain-slicked root.  Char’s fingers dug in as best he could but the root was slipping.  He clawed at the deteriorating ground and finally found enough purchase to hall himself up.  Just then the entire edge of the cliff face gave away, sending him down to the creek bed and rocks below.  

He heard the thud of his impact more than he felt it.  He heard a lot of things actually, but that was the only one of his senses that seemed to be working at the moment.  He heard the rain splash onto his face, he heard the creek bubbling around him, and he heard the soldiers above him up on the cliff.  

“He’ll should get high marks for that one, but I think the Rodian judge will take off points for the landing,” remarked one soldier in a voice that was a dead ringer for any generic holo-sportscaster.  The rest of the stormtroopers all laughed at the joke, Char wanted to laugh too.  He might have eventually, but blackness was starting to intrude on his world.  The last thing he heard was:

“Kolodsner and Burrk, get down there and make sure that pilot is dead.  Then take the body back to base, see what the intelligence geeks can learn from him.  We’re heading northwest incase he was trying rendezvous with a commando unit.”

That made Char happy, the imperials weren’t going anywhere near Indy, Izra, and Kid.  He was about to asses his damage when his world tumbled into nothingness. 
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The two stormtroopers slipped and slid as they made their way down the slope towards where Char lay motionless. They exchanged short-ranged comm chatter about the idiotic Rebel who allowed himself to be put into the position to start off with. 

Suddenly, a blood-draining yell resounded in the air. The two stormtroopers looked back from where they came from just in time to see a pair of armored legs tumbling down the slope, the man to whom they belonged screaming and yelling in the mouth of a large reptilian beast. Blaster fire erupted. 

The two men looked at each other and charged back up the slope, listening to the frantic noises and shouts coming from their headsets. Two more body parts flew over the ledge before the two stormtroopers disappeared over the top. Blaster fire reigned for a few more seconds, then all was silent. Three stormtroopers lay dead, seven Varuda beasts as well. One of the speeder bikes stopped and called in reinforcements, and an extraction shuttle. Somehow, it seemed they had forgotten about the Rebel in the valley. 

When the shuttle arrived, what remained of the scouting team made its way inside and slowly oriented back towards the city. Even the heavier units, such as th AT-ST and the light tanks were being slowly moved back to open ground and towards the safety of the city.

It would be one bloody battle, this one...

Wal

"Well...that's just great." Ben muttered.

Ben reached out with his meager Force skills.  They weren't very hard to sense now, anyway.  They practically radiated their hunger.  Ben could tell which direction they where, but not how close.

"We don't have a choice.  We're going to have to take them down." Ben muttered.

"It'll make a lot of noise." Cain warned.

"Being quite won't do us a lot of good if we're dead." Ben said.  "We probably can't outrun them, and even if we can, they have a good trail on us, now.  We have to risk it. They’re coming from this direction, so find whatever cover you can and hit them as soon as soon as you see 'em."

The rest of the group nodded and slipped behind anything they could: rocks, fallen trees and the such.  Ben dropped down behind two logs, and rubbed his leg.  It had stiffened up with the little sleep he got.  Adrenaline helped to keep the pain down, but it was a distraction and a handicap that Ben really didn't need right now.

The wind picked a little, stirring the leaves.  Ben felt himself tighten up.  *Nah, this is way too much like those old horror holovids I used to watch...*

"They're close." Robert said from his hiding place.  Ben couldn't see him in the dark.  "Get ready."

The wind grew stronger, and a flash of lightning flared across the sky, giving the world light for a brief second.  *Great.*  Ben thought.  *If a ghost comes through now I'll give...*

Ben's thought stopped as the bushes in the direction the predators were coming from began to move and make noise.  It was moving too hard for it to just be the wind.

Suddenly, a thought came gnawing at the back of his mind.  *Your missing something...*

Ben thought the whole thing through one more time.  *What am I missing?  We crashed, finally found cover, and now we have to fight a group of predators, which will probably attract every Imp within -*

Then it struck him.

A group of hunters.

A pack.

A coordinated pack.

Behind him, Ben could hear plants stirring, heavy breathing, and hard footfalls.  With a flash of lightning, he could see the plants moving along the entire parameter of his vision.

"Sithspit." Ben reached for his lightsaber.  "We're surrounded."

The first beast roared out of the bushes.  It's roar mingled with the crash of thunder that followed.

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun

Avalanche CO 

Cain spun around, somehow hearing the roar over the thunderclap. He began taking aim, but saw Ben's lightsaber blade come to life. He looked past Ben to see one coming from the far side. 

Ben, stepping back to avoid the massive beast as he slashed at it, walked into Cain's line of fire. Shifting to the left to see around both Ben and the nearest beast, he tried to line up another shot. 

The beasts were much faster than the Corellian thought. It was almost on top of Ben when Cain's snap shot caught its shoulder. The beast stumbled back, but was up again and starting toward Cain, when Cain drew the sword. 

Cain stepped to his right, letting the animal fly by his left side, as he slammed the blade, tip still turned off, into the animal's neck. The thick skin stopped the blade, leaving it embedded in the beast's neck. Somehow he started to move again. "Sith spit." Cain again drew the blaster, and 4 shots later the beast lay still. 

Wiping the blood from the beast out of his eyes, Cain looked to see that Ben had likewise incapacitated his attacker as well.

As Cain searched to see how the others had fared, or were faring, the rain began to pour. The blood was washed away as Cain yanked his sword free and slung the blood off. 

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

First Lieutenant Cain Lyran

Aurora Force

Backlash Wing

Nebula Squadron

Nebula XO

Kieran watched carefully as the first of the beasts ahead of him emerged from the foliage ahead. Normally, he'd have used his sniper rifle, but the reptilian things would have been in close range in moments, so it wasn't a viable tactic, despite the fact his sniper rifle would have been more effective.

Still crouched on one knee, he lined up his shot on the creature, and fired three shots in quick succession. The first hit the creature on the neck, causing it to shy away. The second shot impacted on its shoulder, and the third missed by less than an inch. But the beast kept on coming.

Kieran fired three more shots at it, just as the creature jumped in for the kill. The shots peppered down the animal's throat and stomach, and the creature collapsed wounded to the ground. Out of the fight, but not dead.

But in concentrating on that creature, he'd missed the one bounding at him from his left, which barreled into him, teeth bared, claws outstretched. Instinctively, Kieran raised his arm to stop the creature from biting at his face and neck, and the creature latched onto Kieran's arm, its inertia carrying it forwards still, and pushing Kieran to the ground.

By this point, Kieran was so wound up with adrenaline, that it hadn't really registered that the bite had even connected, except for the fact that his arm was pulled around by the Varuda's mouth. He pulled his blaster up, to fire a shot into the creature's left eye. The Varuda howled in agony, and fell to the ground, pinning Kieran right where he was.

He didn't know how everyone else was faring, but it did seem to be quieting down. He just lay still and played dead, since it was hard to fight when you were pinned to the ground. He hoped that at least, would dissuade any other Varuda from coming in for the kill.

The makeshift comm of course, had not fared well, and was damaged. Possibly repairably so. But right now, that wasn't Kieran's concern.

-Kieran Lyconius

He came to when the leg hit him.  At first Char thought he had been kicked, but he soon realized the leg wasn’t attached to anything.  *Ok, that’s just disgusting.*  He could hear the sounds of a battle being raged over head, the stormtroopers  were engaged with some type of howling beasts.  He couldn’t tell who was winning, and wasn’t even sure who he was routing for, but eventually he heard the imperials withdraw, and the forest became suddenly quiet.

Char wanted to assess his situation, but it was hard to tell; basically everything hurt.  *Ok, I’ll go by what I know.  Back hurts because I landed on it from almost two stories up, right thigh hurts because a blast from a speeder bike winged me, shoulder hurts because there is a sharp rock sticking through it, and my head is pounding because I was knocked out.  Wait a second, THERE IS A ROCK STICKING THROUGH MY SHOULDER!*  He tried to get up but he was literally pinned against the creek bed.  The creak itself was running red with his blood.  He wasn’t sure exactly how much he had lost, but more was spilling out by the second.  *Ok, only one way to do this, one… two .. two and half… aghhhhhh!*

With all of the little strength he had, Char tore himself free of the rock.  For a brief second he wished he hadn’t, the pain now was much worse and more acute.  He could barely move his left arm and the blood seemed to gush out at a more rapid pace.  *Got to stop the flow now, if I lose anymore I’m going to pass out or worse.*  Plus whatever those beasts were, they were savage enough to attack a squad of stormtroopers, if there are more of them they may catch sent of the blood.  

He ripped the sleeve of the right arm of his jumpsuit and tried to tighten it around the wound.  Though relatively small in size the puncture from the rock was bleeding heavily, and Char had difficulty securing his makeshift bandage tight enough.  *No, this won’t do at all, I need to cauterize the wound somehow.  I could… yeah that might work, but its going to hurt something powerful.*  Realizing he had no other way to stop the bleeding Char reached into his ankle pouch and pulled out a signal flare.  The good news was that the puncture had been pretty well irrigated by the stream, the bad news was that to truly stop the blood flow he was going to have to essentially burn the exposed flesh shut, and do it quickly.

Char moved as close to the cliff face, hopefully shielding the light from the flare as best he could.  He cracked open the bottom of the flare and removed the detonator cap.  Without the detonator to propel it into the sky above, the flare was now just an extremely hot and bright torch.  *Ok,  one…. two… two and half… aghhhhhhhhhh,* he jammed the white-hot flare over the injury, the smell of his own flesh being burned made him nauseous.   Wasting no time reached around and did the same thing to the other side of his shoulder.  The pain was blinding, even worse the second time because he knew it was coming.  Blackness threatened to overwhelm him again but the young pilot fought it.  

He moved up the creek bed and dropped himself back into the stream, allowing the last of the blood to wash away, the frigid water soothed his shoulder somewhat.  He stood up, and looked at his reflection, his entire flight suit was completely brown with mud from the river and his blood that had dried in, *Nice, looks like I’m camouflaged after all!*  Char stood up to leave and noticed something hanging from a branch growing out of the cliff face, the four canteens he’d beeen carrying, *Well I’ll be a Hutt’s uncle, looks like I’ll get that water back to the others after all.* 

He slung the canteens over his good shoulder and tucked his wounded arm into this flight suit, immobilizing it as best as possible.  With one hand he figured he’d have an easier time with his blaster, so he clipped the carbine to his belt.  *This better be the best damned water Izra, Indy, and Kid have ever had.*

It took him a while to get back up to the cliff face because he had to walk south a ways to climb back up the slope.  When he reached the plateau from where he had fallen he found the bodies of several strange beasts and a few stormtroopers.  He thought it odd that the beasts had collars and some type of brand, clearly not wild animals.  Char snagged two more carbines for Izra and Kid, and found a med-kit on the belt of one of the stormtroopers, *maybe there is something in here we don’t have.*  

***

It took Char a while before he made his way back to the shelter.  He was slowed by his injuries, and he had ranged a bit south to get a better fix on the enemy positions.  He didn’t encounter any of the strange beasts but could hear their howls in the distance.  Finally he circled back around to the rocks where he had left the others.  Standing above the outcropping he noticed a slight crevasse that led down to where they were sheltered.  *This might be funny, or they might shoot me, either way its twenty less steps I have to walk so here goes.*  

He slid through the crevasse and landed right behind where Izra was crouched over Indy.  Both the Major and Kid spun around, shocked expressions on their faces and blasters drawn.  Char grinned as he tossed the canteens to Izra, “I’m sorry for the delay gents, there was a mix-up with the bartender, your drinks are ready now.”  He laughed briefly at his own joke, and then passed out.
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Blazer was the last one into the farmhouse room and closed the door.  Sen was the first to speak up, "So, what are we going to do now." obviously not liking the situation the four AFers were in now.

"We get into the capital that's what." Deuce replied, "Cause I didn't come all this way to stay cooped up in some farm, I'm going to finish what we planned to start when we came here in the first place."

Neesh scratched his chin and looked over at Deuce, "We need a plan to get into the capital, and preferably better than walk up to the checkpoints and shoot everything in sight.  Perhaps this farmer may be useful..." the Rodian tilted his head, lost in thought.

"Theres a flatbed speeder out in the back." Blazer said, more to himself than the group, as he stared out the window to look at the old, worn down speeder with a flat back.

"What was that Blazer?" Neesh asked after one of his ears perked after hearing Blazer.

"Huh?, oh, I just said theres a speeder in the back, that's all." Blazer replied.  Neesh's eyes glinted curiously as he looked at Blazer.  "What'd I do?"  Blazer squirmed, obviously not realizing what idea had formed in the rodian's mind just then.

"I think you just found our way into the capital my friend."  Neesh replied with a smile.

"I can hot wire anything in the Galaxy." Deuce said with a grin, obviously confident in his skills.

"Wait!" Sen exclaimed.  Everyone turned to look at Sen.  "Who's going to drive it in.  We'd look to suspicious all coming from where our shuttle went down.  Plus, we'd probably never be able to make it past any checkpoints."

"Why don't we get that old man to drive us in?" Deuce questioned.

"I'd hate to put him through more than he has." Neesh said.  "Though he is probably the best chance we have.  Problem is, whose going to ask him.  I don't think I'd do well after knocking him out, and probably not Deuce either, no offense... Say, Blazer, shouldn't you be 'helping' the farmer anyhow."  The rodain looked over at Blazer.

"You're implying I ask him aren't you"  Blazer said, skeptical.  The rodian nodded an affirmative.  Blazer sighed, picked up his medical bag and left the room.

As he opened the door, he felt it hit an obstruction and heard a hushed "ouch!."  He leaned around the door to see the farmer’s daughter rubbing her head from where the door hit her.  She was probably trying to listen in on their conversation through the door.  "Uhh, sorry about that." Blazer said as he squeezed through the opening.

"Its okay." She said as she looked up at him with a timid smile.  She was fairly young, but maybe only a year or so younger than Blazer.  She had brown hair, dropping slightly further than he shoulders, big soft brown eyes, and a smile that made Blazer get butterflies in his stomach... SNAP OUT OF IT BLAZER!  You have a job to do a little voice rang out in his head.  He blinked for a bit then lent a hand down to help the girl up.  The two of them made their way to where her father was lying on the couch, still unconscious.

"Neesh sure gave him a solid hit." Blazer mumbled to himself as he inspected the spot where Neesh hit.  He pulled out a cold pack, snapped it to make the chemicals react inside to make it come to a soothing cool temperature.  He placed it onto the bruised spot.

"What does that do?" The girl asked.

"Hmm, oh, this.  It’s a cold pack.  It uses chemicals to make it cold, works better and lasts longer than ice.  I'm using it to help keep the swelling down."

"You're smart.  Someday I want to go to a real school.  Pa is trying to make enough money to send me to the University.  But even if I could go, I don't know if I could leave him.  He could never run this farm by himself.  Tell me he's going to be okay!"  The girl seemed distressed now, and grew even more so as Blazer didn't reply right away.  He was lost in his memories, the memories of growing up on a farm.  The only reason he was able to go to college himself was from there being enough people to work the farm.  The farm had his Mother and Father, siblings, and some lazy droids.  But she and her father were the only ones here.  The only ones capable of keeping each other going.  She cried out this time, tears streaking down her cheeks and grabbed his arm and cried "Tell me he's going to be okay!"  This shook Blazer out of his trance.

"Yes, he's gonna be all right.  He'll probably be coming around in a bit." By this time the girl had smothered her face into Blazer's shoulder and was sobbing.  "Hey now, it’s going to be okay."  He bit his lower lip and put his hand on her shoulder. "So, what's your name?" Blazer asked, trying to keep the girl from thinking about her father.

She looked up at him, and wiped away some to the tears from her face with her arm.  She smiled and looked down at the floor.  "My name is Julie."  She sniffled and realizing that she was still clenching Blazer's arm, snapped it backed and tried to hide from blushing.

"I'm Jack.  Lieutenant Colonel Jack Barnes from the New Republic."  Blazer smiled and offered his hand.  She shook it and smiled back at him.  All time seemed to stop for Blazer.  He stared into her eyes and was completely mesmerized and his knees almost buckled.  Suddenly the farmer groaned on the couch as he reached up to massage his neck where Neesh hit him and found the cold pack.  "What the hell is this thing!" The farmer grumbled as he inspected it.

"DADDY!" Julie spun around and knelt down beside her father.  He smiled up at her then looked at Blazer.  "Who the hell are you?"  Blazer was about to answer back when Julie said "His name's Jack.  He's a New Republic soldier."

The father looked up and studied him for a moment.  "So you guys aren't a bunch a lousy robbers trying to steal my livestock?" 

"No Sir.  I feel kind of awkward having to ask you this.  But, we need someone to smuggle us into the Capital so we can try and end this war.  And we were hoping to go in with your speeder out back.  We'd have a better chance if someone else drove us into the city."

"A secret mission.  Hah! I may be past my prime but I'd do anything to help get these Imperial bastards away.  They make it so damn hard to sell anything anymore any ways. So I can be a secret agent now?!" The man said with an odd glint in his eye.

"Uhh, yeah, I suppose so. And uhh... when we landed we kinda, uhmm, killed one of your livestock by accident."  Blazer said, trying to cover up Deuces slaughter.  "So, when this is all over, I can try and have you repaid in some way."

The farmer glanced over at his daughter, who now seemed worried from what the two men were discussing.  "Well," The farmer grunted as he stood up off the couch.  "If I do have one request for repayment, its this."  He leaned over and whispered into Blazer's ear, "I'd like enough to get Julie through college."

Blazer glanced over toward Julie then back to the farmer.  "I'll see what I can do."  The farmer smiled then started rubbing the sore spot on his neck some more.  "I can help with the pain for you."  Blazer fumbled through one of his pockets and pulled out a container of aspirin and removed two of the capsules.  "Take these, it should help plenty."  With that, Blazer headed into the room with the others who had been discussing mostly what they planned to do once inside the city...     

--- Lieutenant Colonel Jack "Blazer" Barnes

--- (Lucky) #7

--- Your Local Hope Wing CO

Sen paced around the room in the house. She did not want to sit. She felt uncomfortable in someone else’s home. The farmhouse was nothing fancy, yet plain and simple. It made her realize how much she had back at her own home world in her father’s home. But that home was gone. She could never return to it. Deuce and Neesh spoke of a way to get into the city. She half paid attention. The shock of earlier was gone, but replaced with the nervousness. Her mind could barely focus on any plan.

Blazer returned with a grin.

“What did he say?” Sen asked.

“Julie is a nice young girl. . . Oh! The farmer will do anything to help, as long as we get the nice Julie into university.” Blazer’s grin faded, as if he remembered something.

Sen smiled. They picked the right farm to hide at. “We need to get to town.”

Neesh and Deuce looked at her questionably. Deuce narrowed his eyes. “Weren’t you listening?” he muttered something under his breath.

Sen looked down to the floor. “Sorry.” She wished she did pay attention. “We don’t have much time. Let’s get going.” She shook her inner thoughts aside. She needed to focus on this.

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

Not long later, the four were closely squished together on the flatbed of the speeder, surrounded by a prison of hay. Sen wanted to cry, scream, escape from this contraption. Her body felt violated.

“Get your hand off my breast.” If there were more space she would kick the culprit.

“What? You don’t like my touch? Where else am I supposed to put it? I’m sure it would like your ass, too.” Deuce grinned.

She rolled her eyes. Blazer hummed quietly. Neesh stayed silent. Why did she have to be this close to this jerk? She hoped this would not be a long ride.

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO 

Alex had gone from shooting at the reptiles from a distance to blasting down their gullets to, finally, beating them up with his hands. Cain noticed the two creatures flanking his comrade and added his support. Alex was at an advantage in this fight; blasters and explosions were a threat to him like everyone else, but being bitten wouldn't be a problem, unless they got his projector, and that wasn't likely. When this was coupled with the fact that he produced no smell, he was a prime candidate for this fight. The rain turned the ground to mud, making it even easier to topple the top-heavy creatures. One of the creatures knocked him on the jaw, then sunk its teeth into his forearm.

"Nice try, scaley!" he said, beating the creature repeatedly on the nose until it let go, then blasting it between the eyes as it backed away. He heard a snarl behind him, and elbowed the creature that was sneaking up on him. Then he turned around, intending to fire. The creature got a lucky bite in, leaving a jagged broken piece of scrap metal where the muzzle of his E-11 had been.

 "Uh-oh." 

The creature knocked him to the ground and stood on him. 

"Little help here!" he called from beneath the creature's massive feet. He didn't know who fired the shot, but it hit the creature square in the head, splattering brains and blood all over the place. Luckily the rain soon washed off the offensive material. Alex got up and brushed off his now wet and stained uniform.

"Nice work, Grentarii." Cain said. "You ever think of getting a job in the zoo?"

"Help!" someone called, and Ben, Robert, and Alex helped to lift the dead Varuda off of Kerian. "Thanks, guys. So, Robert, sense any more of the nasties?"

"There may be some farther off in the distance, but I think we're safe for now."

"We should move the camp." Alex said. "If we can find some moving water to cross, mask our scent, all the better."

"Hey, Kerian, you're bleeding kinda badly." Cain noticed.

"I have some medical training." Alex said. "I'm no doctor, but I think I can wrap that up."

Ben nodded. "We should stay for the rest of the night." He said. "The weather will be better tomorrow, and it'll be easier to find what we need in the light. I'll take the next watch. Grentarii, you treat Kerian." Then he stumbled slightly, and sat down, rubbing his leg.

"Sir, I notice you've been having trouble with that leg. Want me to take a look while I'm at it?”

AlexG

Deuce rolled his eyes as he pulled his hand away from Sen's breast.  It's not like he had any real interest in her anyway, he thought.  Of course, he reminded himself, this was a woman who he was going to be forced to be around quite a bit for an indeterminate period of time...and he DID have a bottle of whiskey.  Those thoughts were pushed aside with a rush of satisfaction when he remembered the object in his right hand.  Slipping the datacard with her orders on it out of Sen's breast pocket didn't go as smoothly as he planned, but he DID get the datacard.

He wasn't sure how he knew, but he had a good feeling they weren't terribly far away from the security checkpoint, but just enough time to relax.  He stretched out, careful to come very close to Sen's personal space bubble, but not actually touch her.  It probably was just enough to be annoying, but Deuce kind of meant it that way.  

"Hey, Barnes, can you reach my pack?" he demanded of the medic.  

"I think so," came the reply and Blazer began shuffling around in the cramped dark hiding pace.   "Got it." said Blazer.  

Deuce sounded more than a little pissed off when he replied,  "I said my pack, Barnes, not my package.  Kindly remove your hand from my crotch before I remove it myself...only one choice leaves you the option of keeping your hand, so choose wisely."   Embarrassed and uncomfortable, Blazer muttered an apology and none too gently threw Deuce's bag to him, where it landed on his chest hard.  He coughed. 

"Thanks.  Thinking about that hot young piece of ass back at the farm again, eh?", Deuce said, half to himself and half to Blazer as he rummaged through the bag.  Now it was Blazer's turn to sound pissed off.  

"For your information, no.  And it's not necessary to refer to her as a piece of ass."

Deuce finally found what he was looking for in the bag.  As he struggled to get the seal off of his bottle of whiskey with his teeth, he grumbled awkwardly back to Blazer, "Easy, buddy."  Finally having success with opening the bottle, he turned to the other man.  "Fancy a belt?"  

"Not right now, thanks.", Blazer said.  

Deuce took a long pull and offered it to Sen and Neesh.  "Anyone else?"  Sen merely shook her head disdainfully and Neesh also demurred for reasons unknown to Deuce.  Deuce took a few more sips and recapped the bottle.  "We're almost there.", he assured the others.

Trooper Daren Nord had been on duty for an hour and a half or so when the flatbed speeder pulled up.  The old man explained that he was just headed into the capital to sell the rest of his hay and take the money from that to make the first payment on university enrollment for his daughter with a proud twinkle in his eye.  Nord knew he had orders to exercise extreme scrutiny now that there was a possibility the Rebels had landed on planet, but he really didn't want to make things harder for the seemingly innocent old man, and when his daughter sitting in the front seat smiled at him, Daren really had no problem waving them through.  

"Move along," he said without a second thought and made sure to return the smile.  Women can't resist the officer's cap, he thought to himself, making sure his was straight.

After another 10 minutes of driving, Jarod Naimon found a suitable, discreet place to pull over and unload his real cargo.  Helping each of the passengers out quickly and carefully, Naimon winked at Blazer.  

"Thanks for all your help, sir.  Sorry about the sucker punch.", Neesh said as he hopped out.  Deuce jumped down and clapped the man on the shoulder. 

"'preciate the lift, pops." Sen said a simple "Thank you." And stood over by Neesh, now beginning to worry about where she had put those damn orders.  Blazer jumped out and took the man's hand in a warm handshake.  

"Thanks again for all your help, sir.  I guarantee that we'll do everything in our power to repay you when this is all over."  

Jarod nodded and smiled.  "Don't worry, son.  I'll take care of the shuttle and those stupid Imps won't even know about it."  He continued pumping Blazer's hand and smiling while he lowered his voice.  "I uh...don't suppose you could y'know, tell me what's going on, eh?"  

Blazer shook his head.  

"Wish I could sir...but..."  

Deuce chimed in.  "It's really better you don't know, old man.   There's going to be some changes around here, and let's just leave it at that."  Naimon nodded, disappointed.   Blazer released the old man's hand and turned towards Julie just before she wrapped her arms around him in a tentative embrace.  

"Be careful, Jack.", she said, and kissed him on the cheek.

The tenderness of the moment was quickly broken by a suppressed noise out of Deuce that came out sounding sort of like an engine that wasn't probably calibrated.  

"We've got to get moving," Neesh reminded the group.  

"Right." Blazer said, a bit spaced out.  Deuce came up and clamped a strong hand on the medic's shoulder, slowly guiding him away from the farmgirl.  She squeezed his hand one last time as Deuce tugged him away.  

"C'mon, Barnes.  Quicker we bag that bastard, the quicker you can plow her fields."  A sharp elbow from Blazer severed Deuce's hold on the other man and Blazer quickened his pace to fall in step next to Sen, further ahead of the crass Corellian.  Deuce turned to Neesh.  "What, was it something I said?".  The Rodian merely snorted and patted Deuce on the shoulder.

"The safe house is only a matter of blocks away," Deuce remarked.  Sen wheeled around.  

"And just how do you know that?  I can't find the map that we were provided with!"  

Deuce held up the previously pilfered datacard.  "I didn't exactly think you were in any condition to read it anyway."  He tossed it back to her.  "Now that you're thinking for a change, get in touch with that safe house and get us there ASAP."

-Sconn/Deuce

"Sir, I notice you've been having trouble with that leg. Want me to take a look while I'm at it?"

Ben's first thought was to decline.  After all, its was probably just a twisted ankle.

*If the guy's a medic, it won't hurt to have it taped up at least.* Ben thought to himself.

Ben nodded.  "Thanks.  Take care of Kerian first."

Alex nodded and went to help Kerian.

The rain was coming down steadily now.  Ben walked out to where Robert was, kneeling over one of the creatures.  "You know, they look a lot bigger charging out of the bushes."

Ben could see Robert nod in the darkness.  "You have a light?  I'd like to see what this is."

Ben produced a small pocket flash light, and clicked it on.  "Guh.   Ugly little dudes, aren't they?" Ben asked.

DeLong gave him an amused look.

"Sorry, still coming down off the adrenaline.  It was a little to much like...a crap...what was that holovid called?  The one where the "noble" Imp troopers hunt down the prehistoric monsters that the rebels made to invade Corusant?"

"Triassic Land?"  DeLong offered.

"Yeah!  That's it.  Stupidest movie....ahhhh shavvit." Ben muttered.

DeLong didn't say anything because he saw it, too.  A tatoo on the creature’s hip marked him as police property.

"You think they're tracking them?" Ben asked.

"I'd rather not find out." DeLong said.

Ben nodded and walked back towards the shelter.  Alex was bandaging up Kerians arm, and Cain was already trying to go back to sleep.

"Pack up.  We need to move." Ben said.

"Huh?  What happened?" Kerian asked.  Cain sat up.

"The things that just attacked us are marked police property.  I'm willing to bet the have some sort of tracking system on them.  It won't be long before whoever let them out will notice that they ain't moving anymore.  I don't like the idea of traveling at night, but I like the idea of being caught by Imps less.  Pack up as soon as you can."

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun

Avalanche CO 

Cain had just lain down when they decided to move again. He examined the tatoo, reinforcing the idea that these were owned and tracked by the local police. 

He thought about extracting the tracking devices, and moving them... but even that would buy little time... even less when you had to take 5 of them out. They were trudging through the rain in minutes, headed again toward the city. 

The thunder revealed the terrain occasionally, and even more importantly, the tracks the left in the now muddy ground. Cain began to think of ways to erase their trail. 

The best he could think of had already been suggested. A body of water. He listened, but through the rain, he'd never be able to hear a flowing river. Cain let out a sigh, "What I wouldn't give for a speeder bike." 

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

First Lieutenant Cain Lyran

Aurora Force

Backlash Wing

Nebula Squadron

Nebula XO

Sen’s stomach growled.

“Shoulda had a piece of that animal.”

She glared at Deuce. “I’m not you.” She glanced around the immediate area. She had very little bearings of their current location. She glanced at the data card in her hand. She made the mistake of creating it. At the briefing Bridger made it clear to not make any records to carry. But a mission of this big, she found it hard to concentrate. She feared she could easily forget details. That was why she made the card. “I need to destroy this.” Deuce proved that she could lose it again just as easily. “Anybody else wanna see it, now’s the time.”

Neesh took it out of her hand, looked it over, and passed it to Blazer. He did the same, and it returned to her. She set it on the ground, pulled out her blaster and shot it. She glanced around the ghettos, hoping it would not attract bad attention. So far this alley was quiet.

“Wow. You really do know how to use a weapon.” Deuce remarked with a smirk.

“Shut up.” She started walking, feeling more annoyed. Lost in her thoughts, she realized she was walking alone, and the others were calling her. She turned around and headed the right way with them. They took a left, a right, another left.

Sen stopped, as if missing something. “Deuce!”

“What now?” Deuce turned around.

“What did you do with my wallet?” She had enough of this jerk.

He grinned and pulled it out of his pocket. He threw it at her. “There you go, Miss Canadia Acton.”

She rolled her eyes. She was not going to shoot him now. But maybe later on. When he least expected it, she would get her revenge. With her wallet back, they continued. She was no longer in a talkative mood. She just wanted to get to the safehouse and find out what to do next.

Soon enough, and to her delight, she knocked on the door.

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO

On and on he runs, pushing his body past it’s limits, knowing in his heart that it’s already too late.  He pays no heed to the growing ache of his muscles, nor the burning of his lungs, only to the sounds of battle ahead.  On he runs, ignoring the branches that rip and tear at his uniform and the skin beneath it, staring at the clearing in the trees only a few more yards ahead.  He rushes into the clearing, rifle up and firing into the largest group of enemy.  Three go down in the first burst, but even as their bodies fall he knows it’s a futile action.  The others spin, firing in his direction, forcing him to dive for cover amidst a barrage of blaster bolts.  A sudden flash of pain explodes from his side, knocking him to the ground.  He tries to crawl but slips, sliding down the rocky bank of the river into the surging water, struggling to keep himself above the surface.  He fights and thrashes against the current, but his body’s too exhausted to respond.  He coughs as the water enters his lungs, vision beginning to fade into darkness.

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

Kaz Falcion awoke suddenly, and for one maddening moment believed he really was back in the river on Mykr once again.  He sat up quickly, glancing around and finding that he wasn’t on Mykr, but in the middle of a field, surrounded by tall stalks of grass.  Rain poured down on him from the darkened sky above, soaking through his clothes as he sat bewildered on the muddy ground.  Panic threatened to overcome him completely, but he pushed it aside, forcing himself to concentrate on the last thing he remembered. 

Kaz could remember running through the corridors of the Dashan, the wail of klaxons screaming in his ears.  He remembered the emergency boarding announcement, and racing into the hangar bay towards one of the waiting shuttles.  The last thing he could remember was a heavy blow to the side of his head just as he’d reached the waiting transport, and then darkness. 

He placed a hand at the side of his head, finding it to be caked with dried blood and quite sore to the touch.  He quickly surmised he must’ve been knocked unconscious by debris during the attack on the Dashan, but how he’d gone from the hangar of a Star Destroyer, to lying in the middle of a strange field remained a mystery. 

A cursory check of the rest of his body found no further injuries, but strangely his legs felt as if they’d recently run a marathon. Leaving the puzzling mystery of his sore legs for the moment, he turned his attention back to the more important questions burning at his mind.

‘I’m obviously alive….which means I must’ve gotten onto one of the shuttles.  Any pilot flying a shuttle during an attack is going to land as soon as possible….so we’ve must’ve gone down on Ketaris.  So…Admiral….where’s the rest of the shuttle crew, and more importantly…why in the bloody hell are you lying in a muddy field in the middle of nowhere?’

Having no immediate answer, Kaz decided to at least solve the problem of lying in the rain.  He began to push himself to his feet, but froze at the sudden sound of a strange voice from somewhere off to his right. He wondered for a moment at the odd, yet vaguely familiar mechanical sound of the voice before realization flashed a single word in his mind. 

'Stormtrooper'

Kaz cursed softly under his breath, inching himself up slowly through the tall grass to gain a better view.  Sure enough, not fifteen yards away stood a lone Imperial Stormtrooper, the outline of his armored body unmistakable even through the curtain of falling rain. The trooper was standing over a parked speeder, peering into an open service hatch with the aid of light from a glowstick.  The stormtrooper spoke again, and Kaz realized he had been talking into his helmet’s communication system. 

“Command, Recon Alpha Three."  

"Repeat, my speeder is down due to mechanical malfunction.“

“Yes sir, I believe it’s a power coupling sir.” 

“Roger that command. Will stand by and await assistance from Alpha Four.  Alpha Three out.” 

Kaz’s mind raced as he thought over the trooper’s conversation.  It had been pure luck he hadn’t been spotted by the lone scout, but how likely was that luck to last once his partner showed up? Remaining undetected would become near impossible with Imperials roaming free over the area. And what of the rest of the AF forces?  If there were any friendly units nearby, he had to find a way to link up with them without running into some hapless Imperial patrol. Since their presence on Ketaris was obviously already known, the only way Kaz could think of slowing the enemy down was to make them a bit more wary. His decision made, Kaz began crawling silently through the mud, his mind quickly forming a plan he hoped would work  

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

Imperial Scout Trooper Alpha Three, otherwise known as Private Joresh Kiat, sighed as he peered once more into the engine compartment of his crippled speeder bike.  He’d thought joining the Empire would mean excitement and adventure as he traveled the stars, not being stranded on some backwater planet saddled with defective equipment.  He gave the bike a swift kick with an armored boot, turning to stare off into the distance for a sign of Alpha Three and his ride back to base.  The nearest reported enemy landing site was several kilometers, but he still felt uneasy being stranded alone in the middle of nowhere.  

Joresh scanned the horizon once more, cursing the rain for limiting his helmet’s optics, and wishing Alpha Three would hurry the hell up.  He hadn’t heard much about the group that had landed, but if they were crazy enough to try an assault on Ketaris with only a few shuttles, he didn’t want anything to do with them.  

'Mabye I should get my rifle off the bike…just in case.'

The thought had barely entered Private Kiat’s mind when he felt a sudden force pulling at the top of his head from behind.  A split second later, the serrated blade of combat knife appeared in his field of vision, quickly driving through the thin material below his helmet, plunging into his throat before he could react.  Joresh tried to scream, but the only sound to escape his mouth was a loud, liquid gurgling.  In the last few seconds of his life, the stormtrooper looked down, wondering at how bright his blood seemed as it streamed over the bone white of his armor.  

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

Kaz pulled his knife from the trooper’s throat, letting the armored corpse fall to the mud in a heap.  He paused to wipe blood from the blade onto the grass, then sheathed his weapon and quickly began the next phase of his trap.  Kaz turned back to the body of the fallen stormtrooper, pulling it up into a sitting pose, and leaning the corpse back against the side of the disabled speeder.  He then reached into his rucksack, searching for a frantic moment before retrieving the desired object, a thermal detonator.  This, he very carefully placed within the right hand of the corpse, pressing it’s gloved fingers tightly around the small silvery sphere and it’s very fittingly named dead man’s switch.  He firmly pressed the hand against the ground, ensuring the switch was thoroughly depressed before daring to let go.  

Once on his feet again, Kaz took a moment to study his bloody handiwork before turning and rushing off into the grassy field once more. 

-Kaz Falcion

They traveled for the rest of the night and into the day.  Cain was doing his best to make sure the trail was covered, but the steady rained both hurt and helped.  The steady water washed away the scent, but it also left the ground muddy enough to leave footprints.

Finally, they came across a river.  Well...as stream was a better name for it.  They spent the rest of the morning running down it, occasionally, running out on the bank, backtracking, leaving prints on both sides of the...anything they could think of to throw of pursuit.

With only an hour or two of sleep, and on the second day of constant travel, they were exhausted.  Having more than one walking wounded didn't help any either.

The storm was just the icing on the cake.

The rain had continued throughout the entire night, and was still going strong when dawn came.  The survivors of shuttle one were tired, hurt, and soaked.

*Other than that, things could be worst.* Ben thought to himself.

Finally, they could go no further.  Kerian managed to find another shelter, this time without what tripped his allergies the last time.

For a few minutes they all just sat there, gasping for air.  Alex checked the dressing on Kerian's bite wound.  Finally, Alex cleared his throat.

"Now what?"

Ben had preparing himself to answer that question.

"For the time being, we stay here.  I think we've left a confusing enough trail to keep the Imps guessing for awhile." Ben answered.

"That's not what I was going for." Alex muttered.

"I know.  Plan wise, we have two options.  Option 1, the one I would like to think we could pull of, but probably can't, would be to continue with the mission.  Avalanche and Nebula were supposed to cause whatever havoc they could while the other teams infiltrated the city.  But...seeming as most of our supplies went up in the shuttle, we don't really have what we need to do it."

"Not that we haven't been causing havoc along the way." DeLong said.

Ben smiled.  "Well, that we have been doing."

Kerian rubbed his wounded arm.  "What's option 2?"

Ben sighed.  "The advance team, Tigress' C-Team, has a safe house in Quizsc."

Cain cocked an eyebrow.  "That wasn't in the briefing."

Ben nodded.  "Only Wing and Squadron commanders were told of it.  We had to memorize it's location.  We weren't allowed to carry anything that would reveal it's location to anyone who captured us."

"Which has become a real possibility." DeLong added.

"If we can get to the city, we can find it.  The problem is...we have to get to the city.  We know we're heading in the right general direction, but we don't know how far it is.  And, if I remember my briefing right, we'd have to go through some cultivated fields before we make it to the city.  Not exactly the best place for cover."

Ben continued.  "Problem two is that two of us don't have papers to get into the city.  Cain and myself were supposed to be on the team that stayed outside the city on cause havoc.  I can only assume you guys still have the ones you have in your packs.  Making it into the city won't be easy, especially since the Imps will be on the lookout for people who look like they trudged a good number of klicks through the forest after crashing their shuttle."

Ben paused to let the information sink in.  "On the other hand, if any other shuttles were taken down, survivors from those will most likely be heading towards the safehouse as well.  Hopefully, we'll be able to regroup, continue the operation, or get the heck of this rock."

"So, there you have it.  Option two is the only option we have a chance of pulling off.  Unless anyone can think of anything else."

They were silent.

"Well...think about it awhile.  If you can come up with anything better, I'd be thrilled to hear it.  Meanwhile, rest up while you can.  Kerian, I don't suppose you could get the radio working again?"

Kerain gave Ben a weird look.  "I can try.  We'll only be able to get that local news station, though."

Ben nodded.  "That's what I want.  It may be watered down with Imp propaganda, but it's still information.  They'll talk about the state of the city, rather or not they've caught any 'rebels' or have called off the search, crap like that.  We'll need all the data we can get.  But get some rest first."

Kerian nodded.  Ben turned to Alex.  "Alex, before you get some sleep, can you take a look at my leg?  It hurts like you wouldn't believe."

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun 

Cain smiled, he had a slight idea of what they could do, but it was bold... and nearly impossible to escape. Thinking for a moment, Cain cleared his throat and spoke clearly, trying to convey his thoughts, pro and con.

"I have an idea... but it is a bit dangerous. First, we have the problem of dropping our first mission. Second is the problem of getting Ben and I in. Third... even if we clean him up... ow do we explain that?" He pointed to the wound on Keiran's arm. 

Cain was really still formulating the plan in his head as he spoke. "So what say they act as though Ben and I were from the shuttle anyway. They act as civilians who happened upon the surviving crew of the shuttle after hearing the crash and subsequent explosion. 3 on 2, you simply surprised us in our fatigue."

A smirk spread acrossed his face. Something his father had told him was that the best deceptions are based on fact. "We managed to destroy your speeder bikes and hence you communications. So you began bringing us on foot. Well the storm hit, those animals attacked and in the confusion we escaped, and you received that." Again he indicated the wound.

"When things were again clear, you decided Keiran needed help, so you left us to the imps."

Cain shifter gears, "In the meantime, Ben and I will be ramping through the forest with our trusty thermal detonators and attacking anything we can find. Granted it's risky on us, but it'll be harder to try and get us through the gates. Like you said, with the crash, security will be tight and with no papers... we'll never make it through."

The skeptical looks discouraged Cain, so before anything could be said he spoke up again. "I say we hunt the hunters. They'll be expecting us to run, not to be waiting for them."

Ben nodded, "While that's good for them and still completes our mission, how do you get us out...?"

Cain stopped, he thought for a moment. "Head toward one of the other shuttles?" He cursed himself for not thinking it completely through.

He wished he could get a comm unit. Clow and Kylan would be of great help. But getting them here was another task entirely.

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

First Lieutenant Cain Lyran

Aurora Force

Backlash Wing
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Nebula XO

He awoke with a splitting headache, that groggy feeling that comes from too many tranquilizers, and a load moan that reverberated off of the walls.  Off of the walls that were considerably narrower than the last set of walls he had seen.  A set of walls that was very familiar in their claustrophobic density.  He shook his head to clear it, and sighed.

Carlos DeLong was spending entirely too much time in Imperial holding cells.  Still, there was something to be said for consistency.  When his head was clear again, he started to try and get his bearings.

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

About an hour after he'd woken up, he plopped back down on the cot to review.  He was on a Star Destroy; that much was certain from the engine and mechanical sounds that reverberated through the hull.  His ring didn't work, but it hadn't been taken from him, which meant that whoever had kidnapped him wasn't in league with Variner and Ispa...

'Your presence is requested by Grand Admiral Thrawn.  Come quietly, and we won't hurt you.'

The memory of the abduction flooded back into his mind.  Grand Admiral Thrawn... well, that confirmed that he was on a Star Destroyer.  Granted, he hadn't expected to be on the 'Chimaera', and he had no clue what Thrawn wanted with him... well, maybe he did.  He'd heard Trosa mention a bit of his own conversation with the Grand Admiral, and that he'd run into Walex there.  Carlos had assumed that Thrawn was at least a factor in Walex's... redefection.  Perhaps the Grand Admiral planned to do something similar with him.

Why, though?  Why was Thrawn interested in him, of all people?  He had no idea; even though he felt that the answer to that question mattered, it paled in comparison to the nature of his present conundrum:  how to escape.  Such was his first duty as a soldier... his second was to get some food.  He was starving.  Not really knowing how long he'd been out, he couldn't tell how long it'd been since he'd last eaten... but it had been at the dinner meeting for the Ketaris campaign.

Maybe they'd feed him.

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

It turned out they would feed him; apparently he was an important prisoner.  He didn't make his move at the first meal, nor at the second; those he ate, and recovered his strength.  The meals weren't bad, for prison food.  Nothing at all like what he'd gotten used to in the AF (even if that WAS military food), but still better than what he'd had on Odysseus.  There, the food was designed solely to keep him alive and working, but not strong enough to try something.

Here, someone apparently wanted him in relatively good health.  Why, he had no idea.  It was dangerous for a warden to keep him in good health.

The cell he was being kept him had no food slot; a single stormtrooper carried the tray in, while a second covered him from the entrance.  Carlos doubted that he'd lulled them into a sense of security; they had to have been told who he was.  Still, they were probably his best chance.  Either way, he was going to try it.

He made his move when the third meal was brought in.  It had been about a day since he'd woken up in the cell on the 'Chimaera'.

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

The first stormtrooper entered to see the prisoner lying on floor, his back to the door and resting on his left side.  He put the food tray down and drew his E-11.

"Hey, we've got a problem here," he called to other trooper.

"Check it out, corporal," the other ordered.

The trooper trained his weapon on the prisoner's back and slowly made his way towards him.  When he was about five feet away, the prisoner seemed to raise and pivot on his left shoulder, providing the force with his left hand.  As he swung around, his legs scissored apart; the right leg slammed into the trooper's gun, the left swept his legs.

As the trooper fell, Carlos DeLong hurled himself to his feet, snatching the E-11 out of the air and lunging at the second trooper... who was trying to close the cell door, but didn't realize that he was standing in the door track.  Carlos dived past the man, twisting sideways and curling his legs up under him, then snapping them back out in a kick to the stormtrooper's back as he went past, knocking the hapless soldier into the cell.

The door, now clear of any obstruction, slammed shut.  Carlos performed a "hard override" on the door controls.

The controls were still smoking as he set off down the corridor; heading in what he thought was the general direction of the hangar.  He didn't know for sure how he was going to get off the ship, but the hangar bay seemed like the best way for him to think of something.

Ten steps later he felt, rather than saw, the whisper of movement beside him.  A brief wind caressed his cheek, and then he saw gray.  He felt the gray as a fist slammed in his head, knocking him spinning into the wall.

'A grendling,' he thought as he stood back up, recognizing the creature from his brother's description, 'a Noghri.'

The creature was impossibly fast; it delivered a second punch, a right hook which Carlos was barely able to parry.  His follow up blow, a hook-kick with his right leg, was not only dodged by the Noghri, but the momentum it imparted to Carlos was used by the creature to fling him across the corridor into the other wall.  The encounter became less of a fight and more of a beating; Carlos never got off another attack, the Noghri's assault turning into an uninterrupted whirlwind of kicks and blows.  He tried to follow the creature's attacks and footwork, but the thing was just too fast, and Carlos couldn't defend himself, much less mount an effective offense.

The Noghri finally pivoted and slammed his left fist into Carlos' abdomen.  He pivoted again, and straightened the doubled-over DeLong by driving his right fist into his back.  A third pivot, and a step, and his left fist connected with Carlos' jaw, a powerful upper cut that sent him flying a foot into the air, and crashing down, stunned, on the corridor floor.

He blanked for a moment.  When he came to, he had been rolled onto his stomach, and the Noghri had pulled his head up by the hair, and had his right hand poised to deliver a deathblow to his throat.

"Rukh, stay your hand," came a voice from the corridor.

"I still wish to speak with him."

The Noghri released Carlos' head; it fell forward and smacked into the floor, knocking him out again.  His last view before awareness left him and the dark enveloped him was of glowing red eyes, framed by blue skin, topping the white uniform of an Imperial Grand Admiral.

LCL Carlos DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2 

It had been only moments after he had returned from the brawl with the stormies, he had run the stormies until they were hopelessly lost then returned.  Kid put his blaster away, how could he almost have shot Char, well it wasn't really his fault, Char had come out of nowhere.  And he was worried about the stormies.  He and Izra put some salvaged bacta packs on his injuries to stop the blood flow but that was about all they could do for him.  they left him sleeping, that way he would heal a little bit faster.

He needed to heal as fast as he could, Kid thought.  With Char out of action that left only him and the Major fighting fit.  Also they would have to fight defensively in order to protect the two injured members of the small force.  This would null any advantage gained in close range fighting he had because he couldn't leave the two injured soldiers!  This mission was getting worse and worse.  First, the commanding officer of the entire force had crashed and almost died, then he had been attacked and now Char was out of action.

There were only three way Kid saw to get out of there.  One hide there until the other forces found them, this wasn't likely because of the patrols and ineffective comms.  Two, was they could take off in their fighters or on foot after hiding the other two after Char woke up, this also wasn't likely because they may still find the others.  The final possibility was trying to Char and Indy back into space, this was the least likely because of the lack of room in the fighters.  None of these would work.  Then we thought of it, send up one of the two of them in a fighter into the atmosphere to signal one of the cruisers or squadrons!  He had to tell the Major of this new plan!

-Kid Kafec

 Izra didn’t like what he was hearing from Kid – not one bit.  He started shaking his head before the young man was even done speaking.  “No.  Can’t do it.  We’ve got no way of knowing that the Dashan’s even still in the system, and there’s no guarantee that even if you get back to your fighter and airborne that you’ll actually make it out of here alive.  Besides, Char can’t help me with this stretcher, and I can’t carry it by myself.  No, you’re not going anywhere.  We’re staying together.”

            Char frowned as Kid sat back.  The human glanced toward his commander.  “Sir, we have to do something.  The Admiral’s hurt, she needs help.  What’re we going to do about it?  There’s got to be something.”

            Brave kid, but even if he’s not as bad off as she is, he needs some help, too.  I’ve not seen a shoulder injury that bad in a long time.  Izra nodded.  “There is.  We’re going to somehow make contact with Tigress and get us all someplace safe.”

            Kid sat back, frowning heavily.  Char shrugged with one shoulder.  “I guess that’s as good a plan as any, sir.  Do you still need me to scout ahead?”

            Izra shook his head.  “I think we’re all going to stay together now.  If we’re going to get canned, we’ll get canned together.”  Although some of us I might be able to get out of this...I’ve still got those papers in my pocket...  “Get some sleep, and don’t even think about sneaking off and playing hero.  If you do, I’ll have you in the brig so fast your heads will faster your R2 units can calculate that two plus two equals four.”  With that, Izra opened up one of the bottles of water that Char had brought back and started tending to Indy.

            About twenty minutes later, as the sky had begun to darken with the gathering night rather than with the continuing storm, Izra swore he heard something.  Not anything natural, but something else.  Something...something that wasn’t supposed to be there.  He frowned, scanning the trees around them, but seeing nothing.  He turned back toward Indy.  You’re just paranoid, Izra.  Stick to business.  With that, he continued to tend to Indiana Bridger’s wounds, leaving the two cadets under his command to rest for a while before another long day of travel.

~ Maj. Izra Dargan

Kaz had been traveling for half an hour when he heard the faint sound of an explosion from the direction he’d recently come from. He smiled as he ran, thinking that his last minute trap had been a good idea after all. With any luck, the Imperials would take awhile to replace their fallen scouts, making it all the easier for any friendly units in the immediate area to operate. 

‘At the very least, they learned to be a bit more careful’ Kaz thought with another smile.

Still smiling, Kaz passed an overgrown tangle of brush, unaware of a dark shape moving swiftly from within it.  The sound of rushing air finally alerting him, Kaz spun to meet his attacker, mentally cursing himself for being so careless.  He was greeted by a pair of wild eyes and slavering jaws lunging towards him.  Kaz braced himself, but was still knocked to the ground as the varuda struck him high in the chest.  He put up his arms, warding off the snapping jaws with his arm as he struck at the creature’s face with a closed fist.  Kaz snarled in pain as the varuda’s inch long fangs sank into his upper arm, just as his fist connected hard with the side of it’s head.  With a hiss, the beast attempted to back away, but Kaz had no intentions of letting the thing regroup for a second attack.  He rolled to the side, wrapping his arms around the creature’s scaly head and twisting with all of his strength.  The varuda thrashed violently for a few moments, until a sharp crack announced it’s broken neck, and it fell motionless to the ground.

Kaz slowly stood, wincing from the dull pain radiating from bruised ribs, and looking down at the body of the varuda warily.  He scanned the area, listening for the sounds of any further creatures lurking in the brush before returning attention to his injuries.  Kaz pulled the torn sleeve of his jumpsuit away, inspecting the still bleeding wound to his arm.  

'Wonderful…now all I need is some exotic infection to finish me off.'

Muttering angrily under his breath, Kaz tore a strip of material from his tattered sleeve and tied it around his wounded arm.  Moving slower due to his injured ribs, Kaz took the time to pay a bit more attention to the surrounding landscape, deciding the Imperials weren’t the only ones to have learned a lesson in attentiveness.

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

As night began to fall, Kaz forced his exhausted body to press onward.  He’d no idea how far he’d traveled, but each step was seeming to sap more and more of his dwindling strength.  He was debating exactly how bad that nap in the mud had really been, when his ears picked up a sound from a clearing in the trees further ahead.  Exhausted, bleeding and not in the least bit interested in dealing with this new surprise subtly, Kaz drew his blaster and stepped towards the clearing.

-Kaz Falcion

Keiran spoke up for a moment, in between fixing the communications device he'd created earlier. "We don't have a clue where any of the other shuttles are, Cain. And I don't know about you, but after being attacked by those creatures, it'd be a bad idea to split up. We have no idea how many of them there are. There may be more of them." He paused and poked around inside the communications device. "And we stand more of a chance if we stick together. I've already let one squad die, and that's not going to happen to this one. It was a good plan until you got to the last part, though."

Ben nodded. "So, do you have any other ideas?"

"Well... actually, I think part of option one, and part of option two. If we cause some trouble nearer the city, it might distract the people actually guarding it. If they're investigating whatever havoc we've caused, it might be easier to get into the city unnoticed. From there, we find our way to the safehouse."

He looked at the comm again, and tinkered with it some more. "But I haven't really got a solution to the lack of papers. Unless we can find some civilians willing to part with theirs, which I don't think is really an option. But we do need to get to the city. The longer we stay out here, the more likely we'll get attacked by those creatures again. And I think they've got a fair few nasty bacteria in their mouths, because I've been feeling more than a little off-colour."

Keiran frowned... "If it comes to it, someone else can have my papers, because I honestly have no idea what I'm ill with, and even if being captured by the Empire isn't ideal, if they want answers, they'll have to make sure I don't die of whatever I'm ill with." Keiran didn't bother to look around and see what everyone else thought of that idea. They'd probably think he was being an idiot. "And then you've only got one person without papers."

-Keiran Lyconius

TWENTY TWO

"Shut up!" Tallon snarled as he brought the X-Wing up on its Starboard S-foils, arcing around as the Interceptor on his tail shot past him.  "Set my laser's to recharge, looks like im going to need them."

TWENTY FIVE

Max groaned and came back around just as the Interceptor was halfway through its own turn.  Must be green, he thought to himself as he flicked his lasers to quad-fire, following the Fighter in his wake.  He squeezed a shot off; too high.  He fired again; too wide.  Gritting his teeth, he fired off another, this time barely skiming the back of the starboard wing, sending the Interceptor into an awkward spiral for a moment before coming out. 

THIRTY ONE AND YOU REALLY ARE A TERRIBLE SHOT

"I said shut up!" Tallon snapped, firing for a fourth time and feeling the pressure lift off his chest as he watched the crimson bolts shred the port and starboard wing struts, leaving the ball-cockpit to drift off.  I'm an even worse shot in an X-Wing then I am in an A-Wing, he thought with an inward sigh. 

Tallon checked his scope for a moment, didn't seem like anyone else was paying much attention to him.  He decelerated abit and set himself on a course towards Ketaris.  Having lost contact with Briggs, he figured he could rendezous with him in the atmosphere, maybe even get a look at how the ground forces were doing.  

THIRTY EIGHT

Or atleast get his droid fried in the process so he would stop counting off the amount of kills he would have gotten by now if he was still in control...

-Max Tallon

She knocked. They waited. Knocked again. And waited. Sen swore. Did she mess up again? “Tell me. Am I knocking on the wrong door?”

“This is the location.” Neesh announced.

She kicked the door.

“Hey! Will you relax?” Deuce pulled her back.

She growled. “No.” She was lost and confused. She knew very little of this city and of the immediate area. She knew she lacked experience here.

“Maybe there’s another entrance?” Blazer suggested.

Another entrance! “Let’s find it.” Hope returned to her as they circled the building (or house).

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO 

"You're being an idiot!" Alex exclaimed. "That's just about the worst idea I've heard in a long time!" He had just finished bandaging Keiran, who he had just finished bandaging up. "We're not just gonna let you throw your life away."

"If it helps get you all out of this mess, It'll be worth it," the young man countered.

Alex moved over to Ben next, and started rolling up the pant leg on the afflicted limb. "If any one stays here, it should be me." Alex said. "I'm a hologram, so I'm not susceptable to the diseases. You, on the other hand, alrady feel woosy. You need to get to that safe house." He rolled up the pant leg some more, and the sight made him gasp.

"What is it?" Ben asked.

"Looks like something bit you." Alex replied. "Looks bigger than a bug bite, though. Better try the antitoxin." He injected Ben with the syringe. "I think you can stay on your feet, but I don't know if it'll get worse." He turned to address the others. "We need to get him some medical attention, as soon as possible. I wouldn't leave Keiran too long, either. I vote we get into the city any way possible."

-Alex G

It was truly a beautiful day on Ketaris. The rebels landed early in the morning under the cover of a large storm, but as a testament to the unstable nature of this planet's weather, wind turned to breeze, clouds to sun, and the temperature rose. Asides from the few remaining Varuda beast yelps and the usual bird chirps, the rainforest around Quizsce was silent. Well, almost silent. 

Hidden among the leaves and tree trunks could be heard the distinict voices of Shuttle 1 rising and falling in the tone of an argument. Their own voices made them oblivious to the thumping sound that was rapidly growing in intensity.

The moment Ben held up his finger to his lips and peered over one of the tree trunks was the same moment that the AT-ST fired its first shot into the rainforest. The bolt missed by a wide margin, but the resulting splinter from one of the tree trunks splitting peppered the whole group and inflicted miniscule cuts and bruises, too small to inflict any real damage. The second missile shot over the trees and exploded further in the woods, killing off what appeared to be a small pack of squirrels.

Two AT-STs plowed right on through the trees, knocking asides all the smaller trunks, two heavy tanks following in their wake, and what appeared to be hordes of stormtroopers charging at the trees.

They were not alone however.

Shuttle 4, still recovering from their bad landing suddenly found themselves facing another horde of stormies, the four AT-STs stomping like madmen after them. Three tanks were in the background, but those were the LEAST of their worries now. The area around them exploded with blaster fire and missiles...

Sitting in his control tower, Walex looked at the messages piling on his datapad:

TF Arron: Engaged

TF Eben: Engaged

TF Untra: Engaged

TF Yursa: Pending Engagement

Four shuttles, four bloody engagements.

The rebels would spill some blood today, and he was here to make sure that happened...

Let the battles begin.

Wal

Cain instinctively drew his blaster even as the splintered wood settled. He felt the wind off the missile as it passed just above the trees and he quickly popped off 3 shots as the AT-ST emerged from the woods. The first two were just below the window, the third high. 

"Scatter!" was all he said as the AT-ST turned to aim at them. They all barely got out of the way as the dirt was kicked into the air. 

"Sith spit!" The AT-ST was focusing on Lyran as it turned to follow him. He was waiting for someone to come out of the main hatch to look around, but apparently they had learned their lesson at Endor. 

Two shots went far ahead, causing Cain to cut back the way he had come. Then the idea came. ^It's worth a shot.^ He kept running, cut back again. And then a third time. Each time the shots got closer. The fourth solvo was only feet in front of him as he cut straight toward the walker. 

Luckily they had expected him to cut back and now had to move quickly to get back on him. He ran at full sprint at the AT-ST, popping shots off at the "head." Nothing hit its mark, instead leaving black marks on the armor. 

He finally abandoned the blaster and drew his blast sword as he was about to reach the legs. He started for the leg that was now in the air. ^Almost there. Just a few more seconds.^ 

The dirt was all he saw as a bolt from the AT-ST slid into the soil in front of him. The ground literally jumped up under his feet and he went flying back. 

Cain landed hard against a tree, hearing a crack. Lyran's last thought was that he had severed his spine. Then the world went black.

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

First Lieutenant Cain Lyran

Aurora Force

Backlash Wing

Nebula Squadron

Nebula XO

Spokes slammed the flightstick forward as hard as he ever had and watched the green streaks pass briefly "overhead" as he began to roll out of the inverted loop and fired at the squints that were swarming the hapless X-Wings.

"If we can get him clear, he'll die up here." He said aloud.  Squelch tweedled back an affirmative.  Spokes flicked the comm to the squad's frequency.  "Max, break off!"

No immediate response came.  "Max?" 

"I'm here."  Max called out as he rolled and fired and missed, again. "Arrrgh!  I'll never get the hang of these things."

"Break off now or you'll never get another chance to practice."  Spokes HUD was filled with red dots and he'd been here before ... too many times.  "Rig for speed and break hard towards the planet.  I'll clear your six and follow you down."

"Copy that."  Max didn't want to break off and before he could think it the damned droid chimed in with EVEN YOUR WINGMATE IS KEEPING COUNT.  "Shut up!"  Max shunted everything to his engines and dumped the remaining power from his lasers to the shields and set the to double rear.  He was out of the squints laser range in a few seconds, but watch two small explosions behind him and to port.

"Your clear, Pal."  Spokes voice reassured him.  "There are just too many and we have NO support for an extended dogfight.  Maybe next time."  Spokes was amazed the kid was still alive.  Asir and Tooner had broke off and put some distance between themselves and the Imps and were some 5 klicks ahead of the firefight.  "Lightning sound off."

"Six here."

"Three here."

Silence...........

"Max?"

"Ten here."

"Okay.  Squelch tells me that we are the only fighters that haven't gone to ground, so we should probably find out what happened to our Assault Team."  Spokes hoped he didn't sound as tired as he felt.  That mission had gone straight into the garbage chute and whatever had been set for Ketaris in "Plan A" was clearly gone.

"What's the plan, Spokes?"  Jason asked.

"Heh, you must be reading my thoughts."  Squelch tweedled something softly behind him.

"I was afraid you'd say that.  Any idea what Plan B was?"  Jason was closest to Ketaris.  "We got a big disturbance around the landing site.  Bad weather for an insertion...."

"I don't see that we have much choice.  We can't stay out here.  We can't follow the Dashan. We can't abandon the Assault Team because we are all that's left of air support."

"Is this what they meant by High Orbit Reserve?"  Asir chimed in.

"I don't know about the rest of you, but that Impy attack drained quite a bit of my fuel."  Spokes knew they weren't supposed to go to ground.  Indy'll have to get over it.  "If we stay up here, they'll either blast us or capture us when our engines die out.  Personally, I got no plans that include being a prisoner."

"Good.  What's the rest of the plan?"

"Pair off.  Do a quick recon incase no one else had a chance and land as close to the city as we can and still hide our ships.  Sound okay?"

"What about air support?"  Max still wanted to shoot some Imps.

"Possibly.  Once we get in atmosphere, we'll switch to the Assault Team's frequency and find out if anyone needs a fly by, but the more fire we lay down, the more attention we attract.  So, the folks on the ground will have to make that call.  I know some of them will keeping a low profile."

"Spokes, just a thought."  Jason added quickly.  "Do we have any of the ground Intel available to us?  I didn't get anything extra in the briefing."

"Not directly, no."  Spokes cursed again the need for and the failings of "need to know" briefings.  "However, Squelch has patched together enough Intel to keep us alive if we make it to the city.  He send what he has to your droids now in case we get separated.  Okay.  Asir, you're with me.  Max, pair off with Jason and follow his lead.  If anyone gets separated, land, cover your craft, and ditch your flightsuit.  We should be able to hook up with friendlies in the city."

"Copy that."

"Roger."

"Aye, Sir."

Four X-Wings in a staggered finger-four formation increased the distance between the ISD-II Ancalagon and certain death or capture and aimed for Ketaris and lightning filled skies....

*****************************

~Spokes

Lightning 8

Robert had rolled away and was trading blasterfire with the troopers when he saw Cain impact the tree.  Lyran looked alright, though unconscious; the tree, now broken in two, with one end folded down over Cain, had obviously seen better days.  He had no idea where Ben, Alex, or Keiran were.

They had stayed in place too long, arguing to loudly over what to do next.  He'd known what they had to do, but he didn't want to say it, or try and press it.  Point in fact, he didn't want to show any authority at all; it still scared him.  Yes, he was scared; all his vision of authoritative action from him simply recalled to his memory the Man in Red.  Rationally, he knew he would never return there... but he stilled feared it.

And now his fear had put others in danger.  Because he didn't want to recall his dark side, the enemy had found his team.

He took a few more shots at the troopers, hitting two, then ducked behind a large log.

'Ben,' he called through the Force, 'can you hear me?'

He got what felt like an affirmation.  Haun wasn't as trained as he was... but he had potential; that much was certain.  To even get that much through to an unfamiliar mind...

'Can you see Keiran and Alex?'

Another affirmation; the three men were close to each other, within hand signal distance.  No, Alex was within signal distance... Keiran was standing with Ben.

'Where are you?'

He looked, coordinating his eyes and Force... there.  Back and to his right, about 10 meters away.  He could make it...

'Ben, I've an emergency medkit with me.  I'm going to toss it to you, okay?'

Another affirmation, with questioning... ah.

'Are you sure you can make it?'  Robert finally heard Ben's thoughts, word for word.

'Yes, I'm sure,' he replied, 'Give the red and yellow pills to Keiran; one is a general antibiotic, the other is a stimulant.  They should help with whatever that creature had in its mouth.

'I'm going to toss it now.'

He felt Ben nod.  Robert looked at where they were, measured the environment, including the troopers that were drawing ever closer to him, took the kit in his right hand... and hurled it through space.

It almost whacked Ben on the head.

'All right.  Ben, there's a syringe in there with a local anesthetic; inject it into your leg, it should help keep down the pain, without dulling your senses."

He felt the AT-STs and tanks approaching.

'You, Alex, and Keiran keep the stormies occupied.  Set up good fields of fire, and try not to hit me.  Don't let them get to Cain.'

'Okay.  What are you going to do?'

Robert sent some of his determination over the link.

'Grandstand.'

He would draw close to the Man in Red with this.  The Force would sustain him, and keep him through the battle, but battle with living men always drew the darkness out, almost to the surface.  In battle to the death, the Man in Red, Palpatine being dead or not, could easily escape.

But he would have to risk that.  His earlier refusal to do so had help to lead them into the trap.

'I am a Guardian.'

Should he fall to the Man in Red, his brother and sister would find him and save him.

'I am the firstborn of my father's house, heir to his office.'

He fingered the lightsaber at his side and drew deeply on the Force, drinking in its raw power, shining its light into the deepest recesses of his heart, driving down and away the Man in Red.  He would not fall.

He grasped the lightsaber in his right hand, and drew shadows about himself with the Force.

'And now, I take up the badge of MY office.'

Like a wraith of legend he stood, as a Deffel all the deadlier for his apparent humanity.  The advancing troopers recoiled as the dark shape arose from the behind the logs where a lone rebel had ducked moments earlier.  He clutched a lightsaber in his right hand.

A single red blade extended, illuminating his front with a red glow, pointed at the ground, and they knew; this was no mere rebel, this was a nightmare.

The second blade extended, back and left.  The face of a man, of Robert DeLong, his eyes clear with purpose, was illuminated with a hellish light.

"Leave now," Robert said, placing the weight of the Force behind his words, adding to the emotional disquiet his appearance had already caused, "I don't want to kill you.  Please, leave now."

One of the stormtroopers, a lieutenant of hardier will than the others, responded by opening fire.  With twirls, mere flicks of the wrist and motions of the shoulder, Robert blurred both blades before him, deflecting each shot at its shooter, some lethally so, some with less deadly consequences for having paid no head to his warning.

Ben, Alex, and Keiran began pouring blaster fire into the side of the column; a destructive triangle on the right.  Then Robert MOVED.

They did not know he moved; the eye only registered it as a black, green, red, and brown blur that seemed to arc through the air from the behind the log to the middle of the stormtroopers.  He was amongst them now, deflecting their shots with casual ease, even redirecting some of the shots of his teammates onto previously impossible vectors.  A kata, a roll, and he was past the enemy.

He could feel it all, each death, each mental cry of anguish at the horror of blaster burns and limbs severed.  He did not like it, he did not love it... but he accepted it as what must be down, here and now.  He sought to minimize the death; a limb could be replaced, a burn healed.  Such was the actual nature of the technique Cain had seen on the 'Dashan', and that he employed now; a method of fighting more demoralizing than lethal.  The aim was to end the enemy's will to fight, not his life.  And he could feel that will, through the Force, slowly ebbing...

He felt the warning, the intent of another mind... he whirled and saw the AT-ST behind him, positioning the turret to fire on the others.  Time slowed for him; he could discern the flash of a rocket firing, saw in slow motion the nose of the rocket begin to exit the launch tube.  He reached out with the Force, felt the impact fuse on the head of the rocket, and squeezed.

The blast blew a hole in the side of the cockpit turret, cremating the crew and sending the disemboweled walker crashing on its side.  Another threat; now the second walker turned towards him, its chin gun firing.  His lightsaber deflected each shot, though the Force was the only thing that kept him in control of the blade after each high-energy impact.

He began to advance, first at a walk, then a run, then a Force-powered dash that took him to the other side of the AT-ST, passing between the legs.

The driver started to turn, pivoting the turret at the same time.

The left leg came apart six feet above the foot.

The walker, the split on the leg smoking from the lightsaber cut, embedded the truncated left leg into the soft dirt of the forest floor.  The driver's attempt to twist the turret around backwards and get a shot off finished it, the angular momentum imparted by that motion being just enough to pivot the walker on the dead leg and send it, like its partner, crashing into the ground.

Robert leapt back and to the left, dodging the impact of the walker, which kicked up dust and dirt all around him.  He turned only to see one of the hover tanks explode.

From what, he didn't know.

LCL Carlos DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2 

Once Robert was fully engaged and detained in the slaughter, one of the tank commanders targeted him with a scope, took a snapshot of his performance and forwarded it to the central command, asking for assistance.

The image of Robert fighting, a short clip of some twenty seconds, began looping itself in the command center. Walex frowned. He gathered his command staff and immediately began discussing the situation:

"Damned force users. Someone tell me how to deal with this!"

One of the spec ops turned around and nodded to an archaic weapon on the wall.

"We can snipe him out sir. Magcon bullets are damn hard to stop."

"Yes, yes, but he'll just pull out some fancy crap on us and deflect it. I don't want to lose trained snipers."

"Another suggestion would be to just bombard the whole area. We DO have 5 artillery units standing by, as well as a squad of bombers. I don't care how talented he is, he really can't deflect ALL the bombs. We'll carpet him."

"And what if that doesn't work?"

"Then we just bombard him from the orbit. He can't escape or block turbolasers, that much I know."

"Good, good. Though... the bombardment and the bombing takes far too much from my stretched resources. I want a shuttle to deliver a team of snipers and snipe him out. If that doesn't work, we bomb him, and if that doesn't work, we bombard him. Understood?"

"Yes sir."

"Good, now make it happen. Actualy... if possible... try to capture him. Make him bleed till he faints, then haul his ass here. We have a few force cages to keep him happy and calm, and I'm SURE someone in Thrawn's fleet would love to examine him in more detail."

One of the troopers winced.

"We'll try sir, but no promises. He did too much damage as it is, I'd much rather just see him dead."

"Good. Get to it."

Five minutes later, ten heavily armored troopers marched down to the shuttle waiting for them, their power suits making clicking noises, drawing attention from all the occupants of the hangar. They knew that the bells would soon toll for someone.

Wal

Cain's eyes flew open only moments after passing out. The lieutenant wondered how long he had been out noticing that the AT-ST was down and many storm troopers as well. 

Lyran shook his head and tried to stand up, whincing at the pain in his back. "Stay where you are." The familiar sound of a helmet comm sounded. He froze and tried to think of something to do. His blaster was in his holster at his side. The trooper would see and shoot him before he got it out and up. 

Then he felt the familiar handle of the blast sword. It was laying in the grass, almost completely covered. Cain held it there as he remained still. 

"Stand up, and put your hands in the air." Came the command. 

Cain started up slowly, leaving his hand in the grass and then quickly rolled to his left, flicking the blade on and spinning it with his wrist. He rolled up to his feet spinning the blade around into a ready position, just in case. The site was almost comical. The Trooper's blaster was now about 4 inches shorter and he was holding it up, unsure what had happened. 

The trooper looked at the blade in Cain's hand. There had been no way the metal blade, no matter how sharp, had cut the blaster. It was too light and had no force behind it. 

Cain couldn't help but smirk. He swung the blade from its ready position as he began to prepare his offensive. As he swung the blade, the lightsaber-esque tip extended and left a bright glow in the air. The stab came before the storm trooper could react. The tip melted through his armor and the blade slid cleanly into his chest, piercing his lung. 

Pulling the sword free, Cain turned to re-enter the fight when he saw a shuttle pass overhead. Watching the others for a moment, Cain decided to see what was in the shuttle because he knew it would be here momentarily anyway. He quickly ran through the woods to find that the shuttle was not far away. Cain quickly went behind a tree as the shuttle ramp lowered. 

He tried to see what they were, but one looked his way and he was forced to back up. When he looked again they were scattering, one toward him. Cain got into a tree being perfectly still in the dense leaves. 

The sniper walked below him as Cain held his breath above. Then came the slight pain that surprised him. Cain yelped as he looked to find a rather large bug biting his arm. He smacked at it then looked down to see the trooper aiming up at him. Cain dropped from the tree, landing heavily on the trooper before he could fire. 

Cain grabbed the helmet and jerked it, breaking the neck of the man inside. He sighed and looked around to see if anyone was coming. With the blaster fire only a few meters away, the snipers had not noticed him. 

Grabbing a sniper rifle, Cain cursed himself for not finishing his sniper training. He moved quietly around, trying to find a sniper. He used the sound cover of the fire fight as well as the shuttle taking off again. ^Please don't let anyone die.^

------------------------
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Tech watched the slow task of trying to replace the shuttle's heat tiles, then waved his hand in the air. "Forget about it, the shuttle's a lost cause anyway. We should shoulder

up what we've got and start moving." He leaned down to snatch his duffel bag off of the grassy slope they had landed partway up on.

As he lifted, the insect repellant slid free from the partially opened zipper.  Tech scooped it up and held it up. "And be sure to slather some of this on you...the bugs here are nasty critters to get bit by."

A round of affirmatives came from the group in front of him as he squirted some of the cool liquid onto his fingertips and began to cover all exposed flesh with it. After rubbing the clear liquid into his skin - and noting the faint odor - he turned to Gavin Kravis. "Well master, which way should we tromp?"

Gavin took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, gathering his things as his eyes wandered lazily and almost dazedly around their position. His eyes fixed on a position and he stopped his fumbling with personal items. "That way."

Tech glanced in the direction indicated, reached down to his portable multiunit and locked the direction into the device's memory. Technology was a wonderful thing...it's amazing that he had never owned one of these things before. A smirk tugged at the corners of his lips before he straightened his expression and looked back over the people who were finishing up behind him.

Anthony walked up to Tech and nodded. The Tarkaan returned the nod before adjusting the pack on his own shoulders. "Let's get a move on. We some ways out from the city, but at least we know which direction to go toward...unfortunately, our comlinks won't work due to interference. I can only hope that as we approach the city we'll get some sort of a signal to get in touch with the others. I get the odd feeling the mission parameters have changed..."

Several nodded.

Tech shoved his blaster pistol into its proper place at his side and turned toward the indicated direction. "Let's get some ground covered."

They hiked for hours through the pleasant foliage. Pleasant, until the distant rumble of thunder began to sound. Then the rain came in a drizzle, and then in droves, forcing them to scurry toward cover. They found a rock outcropping and decided it was as good a place as any to stay the night.

They risked thermal detection by lighting a small fire and getting some food prepared as the sun apparently disappeared from behind the clouds, as they only got darker and plunged the world into apparent night. By local chronometer readings, it was probably nightfall anyway.

After eating a spot, with the rock as mild protection, they lined their packs up and got some sleep. Tech lay down on his side, glancing at readings from the multiunit. It was not the ideal situation, to be sure, but they had all survived the landing with no more than minor cuts and bruises. It was almost to the point of being miraculous.

Occasional flashes of lightning caused the Tarkaan to glance up from the screen to scan the foliage that surrounded their rocky outcropping. Nothing caught his attention, but at the back of his mind he could sense something coming steadily toward them. Of course, his reaction sense had not yet bristled, meaning there was no immediate danger, but the nag was still there.

"I feel it too, Tech..."

Tech whirled at the new voice and saw Gavin, still awake, facing him from his cot three feet away.

Gavin smiled. "The good news is, whatever they are, they're still kilometers distant and not moving very rapidly. The bad news is, they're definitely headed toward us. Probably found the crash site and are trying to follow our path. We were quite a pretty fireball coming in...."

Tech nodded with a smile and went back to the readings on the multiunit. "If and when they find us, we'll be ready. I doubt I'll get much sleep tonight, so if you feel a whack, it was me telling you we're in trouble."

Gavin smiled again. "No worries, I'll only be half asleep so I don't react violently to the whack."

Another nod from Tech, but not verbal response.

Gavin shrugged and turned onto his back. "Ah well, good night."

Tech focused on the multiunit as another flash of lightning lit up the surrounding foliage, and as it flickered, the rain seemed to fall in slow motion. It caught Tech's attention with the ensuing thunder, but once more, he saw nothing throughout the pane of his vision.  And once more, he felt that distant pang that something was moving toward them.

He also felt in the back of his mind...that he wished Loryan were here...

-Colonel Tech Krill

Backlash CO

*Shavvit, I should of sensed them coming.  I should of found a better hiding place.  Should of kept going.  Should of...*

Ben quashed his line of thought as quickly as he could.

*Should of, could of, would of, didn't.  Live with it.* Ben thought to himself.

That was exactly what he hoped to do.

Robert was amazing.  A blur of death among the Imperials.  Even with Alex, Keiran, and himself laying down fire, almost all the Imps seemed focused on DeLong.

That is, the Imperials that were focused.  One or two had already broken rank and fled.  Most where backing off, firing at where they thought DeLong was.

When the walker went down, that almost broke the Imperials.

That was when one of the tanks came up, covering the entrance of another rank  of stormies into the fight.

*Man, what wouldn't I give to have my H.A.T. right now.  Or air-support. Or even a few more troopers on my side.*

Unfortunately, he didn't.

"We have to take down that tank." Ben said.

"Yeah.  Carlos doesn't need anymore friends to play with." Alex said.

"Can you guys keep up the cover fire without me for a few seconds?  I'm going to check to see how many thermal detonators we have."

Keiran and Alex nodded.  "Let me replace my power-pack first." Keiran said.

Ben increased his rate of fire to cover Keiran's area while he ejected the empty powerpack and pushed a new one it.  As he came up, Ben ducked down, and gathered the packs while keeping low.

*Well, one advantage about being the team that causes havoc.  Me and Cain don't have papers, but we do have an awful lot of explosives.*

Ben did a quick count.  Between everyone's pack, they had about 15 TDs.  Ben dumped out his pack, and put 7 into it.

Ben popped back up, and Alex ducked to reload.  "You think six will do it?" Ben asked.

Keiran nodded.  "Yeah."

Ben nodded in return as Alex popped back up.  "Right...I'm going."

Alex didn’t take his eyes off the stormies but looked surprised.  "In your condition?"

Ben nodded.  "I can still move pretty quick with the Force.  Nowhere near as fast as DeLong can, but faster than you guys can.  Besides," Ben said, adding a cheesy grin, "if I get taken out, you have one less walking wounded to worry about."

No one smiled at that.

"Right. Lame joke.  Just cover me."

Before anyone could protest, Ben jumped to his feet an began to run.  He was nowhere near the streak that DeLong was.  Still, he was fast.

Still, he could be seen.

Ben dove behind a log near to where the tank was coming in. The stormies behind it poured fire on the log, and would breach in a matter of seconds.  Ben reached into the pouch and pulled out a TD, set it for a few seconds, and threw it.

"Fire in the hole!" Ben yelled.

Most of the stormies ran, but a few got caught in the blast radius.  The log took the blast for Ben, along with most of the debris, but Ben still got a few more cuts from it.  The tank rolled merrily on, and began to turn it's turret towards Ben.

Ben reached into the pack and set the next TD for 10 seconds.  He hoped that the one going off would set off the rest.

Ben activated the TD and stood and ran.  The tank blasted the log he was hiding behind a second later, showering Ben with splinters.  The tank turned towards him.

*8...7...*

Ben threw the bag in front of the tank.  

*6...pleaseworkplease...5...pleaseworkpleasework...4...*

The tank fired again, smashing a tree a few feet away from Ben. Still, it was enough.  A large chunk from the tree punched into Ben's already injured leg.  It stuck there like a dagger. Ben fell to the ground, hard.

The tank stopped to line up the killing blow, and Ben could sense the pilot gloat over his kill.

*...1...*

The bag exploded right underneath the tank.  First one, then another huge explosion.  The shields held for a few seconds, then failed when the big blast hit them.  The tank didn't exploded, but it hit the ground, it's repulsorlifts destroyed and the bottom of the tank went shattered.

Ben looked down at his leg.  *Ahhhh great.*

The wood in his leg was two inches wide and there was at least two inches sticking out of his leg.  *Great, now I get to bleed to death before I die of diease or infection.*

Ben tried to stand.  He bit back a cry and feel to the ground.  His leg had had it.  *Shoot...feels like it went straight to the bone.*

Ben saw movement behind the tank.  He drew his blast.

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun 

As he’d heard something break through the bushes, Izra’s blaster carbine, received courtesy of Sidro, had immediately come up to aim at whatever might have been threatening them.  He exhaled a deep sigh of relief at what he saw before him.  “Admiral Falcion!  Care to join us?” 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            She dreamed.  Such dreaming was not an uncommon occurrence for her, but to have had such ample time for it, as well as still having the wherewithal to receive dream-visions, given her weakened state, was something of a shock to her already battered system.

            She had been using all that she could still muster of the Force to sustain the status quo of her body – no minor feat, given how rapidly she would have dehydrated, or how quickly her body would have begun to shut down on itself, given the damage it had sustained.  She knew that when her fighter hit, it had been worse – much worse than her injures reflected.  If she hadn’t been sure that it was a hallucination, she’d have been certain that her father had been there, ensuring the safety of his only daughter.  He was long gone, though – dead for years, now – and even as a Force ghost, it was unlikely he had been there at all; after all, he’d not been that strong of a Jedi, anyway.

            She lay quietly on the makeshift stretcher, dreaming.

            “It’s just a scratch, Mom.  What are you so worried about?”  Her oldest daughter, her red hair pulled into a thick braid that hung down her back, stood over a sink, her hand under running water.

            Indy felt herself frown.  “And you said you got it how?”

            Her daughter, definitely a teenager – maybe fifteen, sixteen years old – rolled her eyes.  “Rock climbing with Mackenzie.  Before you start to yell at me, Aunt Arin was there.  We were never in any danger.”

            A sigh.  “Be more careful next time, huh?”

            Her daughter laughed.  “Okay, Mom, we’ll be more careful next time.  You worry too much.”

            Indy smiled and hugged her daughter.  “I know I do, sweetheart.  I know I do.”
            The dream faded. 

            It had been by accident that she’d come into the garden that early morning to see her son practicing.  Usually, by now she was already on her way to the base and all the work piled on top of her desk.  Even after more than a decade of commanding a sector fleet, she had not yet found a more efficient way of dealing with the paperwork other than to just plow through it early in the morning.  The night before, however, she’d brought a stack home with her to work on the next morning, essentially giving herself a day off from the office but not from the work.

            So she’d walked out into the garden that morning, carrying an armload of paperwork and a mug of caf, intending to set up shop near one of the fountains and get some work done.  Once outside, though, she’d heard it – the familiar hum of a lightsaber.  Curious and perhaps a bit worried, she’d headed toward the sound – only to find her oldest son, seventeen years old now, running through lightsaber forms, the blade active.  His face was a mask of calm, his clothes drenched in sweat.  Who knew how long he’d been at it?  She stayed quiet until he stopped, noticed her.

            “Did I wake you, Mom?”

            She shook her head.

            “I couldn’t sleep.”

            “Oh,” was all she said.

            Her son looked down at himself.  “I’m going to go take a shower.”

            She nodded as he fled.

            The dream faded. 

            “Mom!  I’ve got some spectacular news...and some not-so-spectacular news.  Which do you want to hear first?”  Over the comm line, Indy’s second oldest daughter was as excited as she’d ever seen her.  Now eighteen and serving as the second for Corsem Rendar’s first squadron command, her daughter had been stationed aboard one of the Aurora Force’s newest additions to the fleet, the Legacy under Cay Bel Iblis.  Her daughter didn’t even wait for her response before she continued.  “Well, I guess I need to give you the spectacular news first, since the other news won’t make much sense without it.  Cay and I are getting married!”

            It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, really.  Indy had watched her daughter become closer and closer over the years to the oldest of the Bel Iblis children, Cay, just as she’d watched her other daughter become closer and closer to Loren Bel Iblis, only to lose him to something or other.  Indy was admittedly happy for Mary – especially since it was seeming more and more like she would be the only one who had any hope of settling down.  Her oldest son was too wrapped up in other things, her oldest daughter had left home to become a bounty hunter and had recently been contracted exclusively to one Rogue Echo – Indy only knew this because she’d extracted it from her daughter during a fight.  Her middle son had been assigned as a starfighter pilot in another fleet – the Force only knew when Mikey would be home.  The twins, well, they were preparing to leave for Corellia, where they would be starting medical school in the fall.  Her second oldest daughter was the last one close to home and the only one that seemed likely to settle down.  “Congratulations, honey!  Have you told his parents yet?  Or your father?”

            “Actually, I was hoping you could tell Daddy, especially after how Mikey reacted.”

            “Your brother?  Is he around?”

            Her daughter nodded.  “Yeah, he’s on leave and we’re bringing him back to Xenen as part of our patrol circle.  Anyway, he broke Cay’s nose, Mom, when he found out that Cay and I were engaged.”

            “Your brother broke Cay’s nose?”

            “Yeah.”

            Indy frowned.  “Well, sweetheart, I wish I could say I was surprised.  Is Cay all right?”

            “He seems like it.  But anyway...”

            The dream faded. 

            “So how have you been sweetheart?”

            Her second oldest daughter, an adult now, shrugged.  “Well enough I guess.  We don’t get much time off anymore, what with the Vong and everything.  Are you sure breaking away was a good idea?”

            Indy sighed, glancing down at her granddaughter, sitting on her knee.  “Just doing what seemed like the best thing to do for the sector, the fleet, and the galaxy.  The Senate doesn’t care about anyone but themselves anymore, anyway.  I only did what was necessary.”

            Her daughter nodded, glancing toward the little girl on her own mother’s knee.  “Hopefully you’re right about this.”

            “I hope so, too, Mary.  I hope so, too.”

            The dream faded. 

            The X-wings were starting to land...

            ...Robert had just bisected the leg of an AT-ST with his lightsaber...

            ...a new group of Imperial troopers, carrying old-style sniper rifles, boarded a shuttle...

            ...Torin and Stalker had just been attacked by stormtroopers...

            ...Trosa had drawn his saber to deal with the new threat bearing down...

            ...Sen and the others were waiting at the safehouse door, then fleeing...

            ...the Imladris and Freedom’s Call hung in space, and then suddenly were overwhelmed as a fleet appeared on top of them...

            ...and another fleet, one she’d never seen but carrying New Republic colors, limped back toward its base.

            Fear, pain, hate, hope, danger – the senses exploded in her brain.

            This time, the dream didn’t fade. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Indy lurched awake with a cry, then started to sag back again.  Izra had to drop the carbine to catch her before she slammed into the ground full-force, probably injuring herself further.

            “You’ve got to stop doing this, Indy,” Izra chided her gently, his attention drawn away from Kaz for the moment.  Nearby, the two cadets were still sleeping, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if Indy’s cry had woken either of them.  He eased Indy back down.

            She swallowed hard.  “The fleet’s kriffed, Izra.  Well and truly.  I—I don’t know what to do...”

            “Shhh,” Izra hushed her, his gaze flicking up toward Kaz.  “Just rest.  I don’t know that there’s anything you can do.”

            “But I have to...”  Her whispered words faded into a whimper as the pain hit, and she squeezed her eyes shut.  Izra sighed softly.  Now what were they going to do?

~ VA Indiana Bridger and Maj. Izra Dargan

 Despite their every intent of keeping their meeting private, Alec and Kharakhvar found themselves the center of a large crowd as they stepped onto the mat.  Kharakhvar's fellow noghri- except Varakh, who had buried himself in studying Alec's battle plans- were there, as were several dozen of Alec's stormtroopers and commandoes.  Moments earlier the entire exercise area had been busy with off-duty naval personnel and Imperial soldiers working out and training, but now everyone had stopped to watch what was going on in the central mat.

     Alec smiled slightly as he finished tying a thin strip of cloth across his forehead to keep his hair back.  The cloth was marked with a set of Sinathian symbols for "Blue Griffon" and had been made for him by his former teacher, Kach Tierde.  Kach had died at the hands of a noghri assassin while helping to free Alec from imprisonment on Xenen.  His smile, however, wasn't for remembrances of his lost friend, but merely for being able to see the Imperial warriors under his command acting so... normal.  For too long Alec had fought against faceless stormtroopers or Imperial captains hidden within their fearsome warships.  Now, he was learning that when everything was stripped away they were no different than his former comrades in the New Republic.

    He bowed to the short warrior across from him and settled into a fighting stance.  Kharakhvar did the same.  The noghri and Sinath warriors circled each other slowly, eyes alert for the slightest misstep that would leave an opening in their opponent's guard.  Alec thought he spotted a tiny hesitation in the noghri's movement and struck.

    His kick flickered in, seeming to go from it's half-planted position just behind Alec to the noghri's head without bothering to pass any points in between.  As swift as Alec's strike was, however, the noghri was fast enough that instead of doding the blow he actually brought his hands up and succeeded in using the momentum of the blow against the much larger human.  Alec would have gone down, possibly for good if the noghri had followed up quickly, but he managed to throw himself off the mat with his arms and tumble away from Kharakhvar.  He game up facing the squat death commando, grinning.

    With barely an instant of hesistation, both warriors rushed each other.  The furious rush of kicks, punches, feints, dodges, leverage holds, and reversals that followed was so quick that only the noghri and a handful of the most skilled stormtroopers were able to follow the movements.  As the fight continued, stretching past five minutes and then ten, both fighters began to realize how skilled their opponent truly was.  The duel, if anything, only accelerated until not even all of the noghri could make sense of what appeared to be nothing more than a tangled blur of feet and hands.  If either warrior had an edge, it was impossible for any of the spectators to tell.

     Alec managed to seize one of Kharakhvar's thin, muscled forearms and swung the much smaller noghri away from him.  His open-palmed blow should have caught the noghri on the temple and ended the fight.  Intstead, Kharakhvar ducked, rolled and came up within Alec's guard.  Kharakhvar and Alec's legs tangled and both went down in a pile.  By sheer dint of size, Alec managed to grabble the noghri into a hold, but the wiry assassin slipped free and, rising, danced away from the prone human.

      Alec righted himself swiftly, but not swiftly enough.  Kharakhvar stood over him and Alec felt the small, iron-hard fist of the grey warrior strike three times at his face.  Though he could easily take more damage, Alec knew there was no point- not in this kind of match.  He backed away and bowed, acknowledging the noghri's victory with a bow.

      "You are a truly skilled warrior, Kharakhvar clan Ekh'mir."

       The death commando returned the bow solemnly, "Your skills also, were not inflated by rumor, warrior Alec of the clan Jaggers."  Alec smiled, realizing that the Grand Admiral's warrior had addressed him formally for the first time since he had come aboard the 'Ancalagon'.

       "Perhaps you'll try me with a sword, one day?" he offered.

        Before Kharakhvar could respond, Alec's comlink beeped.  He picked the tiny cylinder up from beside the mat and flicked it on, "Colonel Jaggers, this is Lt. Yursin, OOD."

        "Go ahead," Alec replied.

        "Colonel, the 'Dashan' has exited hyperspace."

       "I'll be at the bridge immediately," Alec said and then flicked the comlink off.  "Well, Kharakhvar, it seems I'll have the chance to prove my loyalty to the Grand Admiral soon enough."

Jag

The battle raged on, made easier now because of the lack of vehicle support for the stormtroopers.

The stormtroopers that hadn't turned and fled had been torn down by blasterfire already, but some of the troopers that had fled were now regrouping.

The battlefield was littered with Imperial corpses, and there were still more to join them. Keiran fired a couple more shots - which found their mark, burning holes in the breastplates of two of the stormtroopers - then advanced on the remaining stormtroopers.

There was a loud crack off to Keiran's right - 'oh Force... I'm gonna die' - and the bullet whined as it soared past. Keiran hit the deck, absolutely amazed he hadn't been hit. "Keep low if you're going to move anywhere, and stick to cover, there are snipers here." Keiran shouted to the others. "They're using solid shot rifles..." 'god only knows why, they'd be better off with newer technology...'

Keiran looked over to his right, hoping to see even the slightest flash that told him where the sniper was. Wishful thinking, he knew. They may be Imperials, but that didn't mean they didn't get trained properly. 'Nothing... as I suspected... well... two can play at that game. When the stormtroopers are all dealt with.'

Keiran crawled along the ground a bit, to bring himself to somewhere he could actually fire on the stormtroopers, and resumed doing so. The sniper would have to wait.

-Keiran Lyconius


Leyakh, Commando Team 64's resident code slicer, called all six of the Noghri  aboard the ANCALAGON to his quarters for a meeting after the duel.


Varrakh was the last to arrive, coming from her work in the records room with her assistant, Rul'khar. "I hear you danced very prettily for Jaggers today," she said to Kahrakhvar with a perverse smile.


Kharkahvar snorted. "It was good exercise. What do you have for us, Leyakh?"


"An important dispatch arrived via courier from Nystao last week." The slicer handed each of them a datapad. "I have finished examining it."


It was an all-points bulletin advising them to be on the lookout for one Khabarakh clan Khim'bar, formerly of Commando Team 22, who had evidently been suborned by the Rebellion and who was now wanted for treasonous activities in relation to Team 22's botched mission to Kashyyyk. He had been held captive in Nystao under the laws of discovery until, evidently, his family had consipred to free him.


Kharakhvar sighed heavily and avoided looking at Varrakh, who was a member of the clan Khim'bar. He noticed that everyone else was doing the same. *The entire clan will be in disgrace, now.* Still, he wasn't sure how this affected their mission. "There is more to this dispatch?"


Leyakh nodded. "There was a double-encrypted message embedded in this one which it has taken me a six days to break. It was ecoded in an idiosyncratic combination of a certain state-of-the-art Bothan encrypt protocol, and Noghri battle language. I'll spare you the details, but let me just assure you that only another Noghri slicer would even be able to detect the existence of this message."


He handed them all a second datacard, which they inserted in the pads.


As Kharakhvar read this one, he found himself flashing back to the disaptch about Khabarakh clan Khim'bar. These two were connected, certainly. Taken together, they gave the observant reader the picture of a monstrous treachery--but NOT Khabarakh's.


The Empire had destroyed their homeworld, turning it into a wasteland--all in a scam carfully designed to keep the Noghri people in servitude forever. *We've poured out our lifeblood for them, and that of our sons and daughters, in gratitude for what they claim to have done...and here we find that they've been keeping us on a string. A string of rotten kholm-grass forty-eight years long...*


Abruptly, he remembered that they were on an Imperial Star Destroyer. He glanced at the quarters' surveillance cameras. 

"I have disabled them," Leyakh murmured. "Only do not say anything that the corridor mikes could pick up."


Rul'khar snorted and pushed his chair back to stand. "What is there to say? The dynasts have been taken in by Rebel lies." 


"What evidence do you have that they are lies?" Varrakh pointed to the pad. "Leia Organa Solo herself presented this evidence to the dynasts, it is said."


"Yes, the Mal'ary'ush of the Lord Vader," Rul'khar purred. "You can detect Dynast Vor'corkh's slack-jawed reverence of this human in every line of the dispatch. If her father was a deceiver, as she says, how are we to know that such a trait was not passed on to the next generation? She is a viceroy's daughter. Perhaps she believes that our service ought to belong to her and her heirs."


"You've obviously never heard the jokes," Varrakh mumrured.


"What jokes?" Leyakh asked.


"The jokes that the Imperial humans tell of us. They think they are being discreet, but many Noghri have heard them. Some of us have known for some time that the Empire was lying to us about something. But we have not been able to prove it to the satisfaction of our honor." Her nostrils flared as she looked at the dispatch. "Until today."


"There are many things that Imperial humans say in idleness," Rul'khar muttered. "And there are many stories that a warrior of the clan Khim'bar might tell, to redeem her family from its disgrace."


Varrakh hissed a curse and lunged at Rul'khar--but Leyakh and Kharakhvar caught her hands in theirs. "Enough of this!" Kharakhvar spat. "We are Noghri. We will do our duty."


"Duty isn't very clear anymore," Leyakh sighed.


"The dispatch is clear. We are not to do anything suspicious until Rukh makes his move. Which means we are still charged to complete our mission--in perfect harmony," he stressed, glaring at the still-tense Varrakh and Rul'khar.


Both of them went slack. "I obey," they murmured.


"Then the meeting is closed. If you have any more qustons on this matter, direct them to Leyakh or myself."


"I cannot believe this treason," Rul'khar murmured. "I shall not believe it."


He left the room. With him went Meyakh and Khardallh. That left Kharakhvar alone with Varrakh and Leyakh.


And thus the team would spit, Kharkahvar surmised silently. As long as their duties concided, the two factions would be fine...more or less. But when Rukh made his move?


*We should be back at Nystao by then.


*I hope.*

--Noghri Commando Team 64


"Somebody's knocking at the door."


Len jumped up. "Which one?"


"The decoy, sir. The one across ther street."


"Ah." So they had gotten some drop ships in! Good..


He hurried to the window. It was them, all right. Sen Richardson leading them, if Len didn't miss his guess. And was that the infamous Neesh?


"They can't stay out there very long," Len muttered. "Too many humans in the group...Trassk's punks'll be all over them before long." he grabbed his cloak. "Send Keex and Torbric out here after me."

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


"You people lost?"


The crew of shuttle three turned at the voice. A group of Trandoshan youths, all carrying blaster carbines, was watching them.


Sen shook her head. "We're looking for some friends. You wouldn't happen to have seen a Devaronian around this area?"


One of the youths snorted. "You throw us out of our homes--herd us into his rathole--and then come down here expecting to find *friends*?"


Sen frowned. She wasn't sure about the political situation here under the Imps, but she'd through that there was supposed to be equality among the differnt species..what had Walex been doing to these people?


The youths weren't waiting around for her to form her conclusions. "This ain't your part of town, humans."


"Ain't yours, either," answered a voice. 


Across the street from the Trandoshans, was another group--three of them, taller and broader-shouldered, cloaked and carrying blaster rifles.

"We told you to keep your glit-biters off this street, Trassk. Maybe you don't know what *friends* look lke anymore., but I'll promise you this:  these are the people who'll run the Empire out of Quizsce."


"Right!" Trask chortled. "I forgot. Those powerful friends you keep promising. And grand army they turn out to be, Parak."


The hood slipped off, revelaing the face of Len Parakan. "I guess you've never heard of the Aurora Force." He nodded at the Shuttle 3 group to follow. Get in here before these idiots decide to get more of their people killed fighting us."

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


"Was that safe?" Sen asked when they were inside the safehouse. Which didn’t feel as *safe* as it she'd thought it would be before coming to this neighborhood. "Walex will hear about the AF now."


Len snorted. "Trassk's people are idiots, but you can be sure they won't tell any Imperials about that. Which is why we put the safehouse here.  These people know when to keep their mouths shut. They can smell an Intel agent thirty clicks off, and in the APZ there's only one penatly for selling out to the Empire."


"APZ?"


"Alien Protection Zone. Sort of like the old Invisec district on Coruscant. It's where the Imps herded all the nonhumans after they managed to bring the speciesist riots to a pitch even they can't control anymore." He shrugged. "It's typical, but these folks arent' used to it. But enough about that. Tell me what the AF's planning."

--Trosa

Stalker ran out of the shuttle without even looking for the others.  "Those Walkers are going to be here any minute and I don't want to be!" he said as he took off running.  Unfortunately, he only got a quarter of a mile before he ran into a patrol of stormtroopers.  

"Sith!  Just what I need now!" he muttered as he dodged behind a tree and returned fire.

"Hmm...seven versus one.  I"ll just have to even those odds." he thought as he turned from behind the tree and shot one dead.  

"That wasn't so hard." The rebel allowed as he aimed for another.  Suddenly a blast hit the tree close to his face.  "Oh, they can aim." Stalker muttered as he hid.  The stormtroopers inched closer to the commando as he pulled off shot after shot.  "Another one bites the dust!" he yelled as another stormie dropped. "I have to get rid of them now.  No other option." the cornered officer realized.  He stepped out and washed the remaining five away with a spray of blaster fire.   "There, now I gotta get moving again before something else finds me" the rebel considered as he moved on.

-Colonel Stalker

Sen sighed. “I might have bad news.” She sat down on an old couch. “We were supposed to land, infiltrate the city, and throw the Imps out. But there’s now complications.”

“What happened?” Len leaned against the wall.

“I’m not completely sure. We came out of hyperspace and was attacked. AFers scrambled into the shuttles.” She looked at the rest of shuttle 3. “Two of them should be with their own squad. All I know is we’re left in the dark. Comlinks are down. I have no idea what happened to the rest of the shuttles. I take it we‘re the first to arrive here.”

“We’re screwd. And Walex will probably soon kick our butts.” Blazer sat beside Sen.

Len dismissed Blazer’s comment. “Where is your shuttle? Did you crash?”

“I parked it safely in a barn. The old man and his daughter promise to watch it. Blazer’ll want to see her again.” Deuce winked.

Sen rolled her eyes. “I hope none of you get ideas of plowing my fields. Blazer, get off the couch.”

“What did I do now?” Blazer stood.

“Don’t take this as an opportunity to make a move on me.” She stretched herself out on the couch to take a nap.

“Are you alright?” Neesh asked.

“I’m fine,” she mumbled and closed her eyes.

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO 

Janet took cover behind a small bit of rock poking out of the ground - barely enough to hide behind, even lying flat on the ground. She didn't know the status of the others, having lost sight of them in the storm. The laser blasts were well overhead; the Imps must not currently see her. The others perhaps drew their fire, which would put her between them.

With practiced swiftness, she snapped her long sniper rifle together and took aim at the furthest AT-ST. Steadying her breathing, she looked through the eyepiece lowered over her goggles and waited until the modified targeting device calibrated with her rifle. Then she could make out the walker's gunner through the command viewport. She squeezed the trigger. Following a loud crack, she watched the gunner slump over, dead. Then she targeted the driver.

By the time she'd finished off another team in the next-nearest walker, they were on to her, searching her out. Through her sights she watched the viewports on the third walker close. A moment later her cover exploded in a deafening blast. Bits and shards of rock came raining down on her, plinking off her helmet like hail.

Kneeling, she raised her rifle and plinked off a number of the advancing stormtroopers in rapid succession, as quickly as she could before the next blast could hit.

It came in a blinding flash, close enough to singe her hair and burn her shoulder. She left the ground, felt herself flying through the air.

Hey, this is fun. I wonder if I'm dead.

Landing flat on her back and having the wind knocked out of her satisfied her that she had not yet reached the great beyond.

"Skyy! Are you all right?" she heard through her headset.

"Sure, just.having a bit.of fun," she gasped into her comm. She raised her head to see a hoard of stormies running her way. Shaking her reeling head, she struggled to get to her feet.

Then she felt hands like iron bands picking her up, hoisting her onto someone's shoulder, then hurrying away, swiftly putting distance between them and the pursuing troopers, blasting away at them as he went.

He didn't put her down until they'd reached a creekbed cutting a deep trench through the plain. Rain was feeding the swelling stream; it looked as if it would become a rushing torrent before too long.

Jan looked up to see who had pulled her out of the fray.

"Thanks, Tannik."

He nodded downstream. "I saw the others following this, heading that way."

"Then let's get a move on. I can see the lights of the city in the  distance."

":)

Skyy

When Kharakhvar joined Alec on the bridge he was followed by Varakh and another Noghri whose name Alec couldn't recall at the moment.  Alec quickly waved the trio over to a tactical display, not taking his own attention away from it for long.  Captain Keller stood near the display as well as several other senior officers.

     "You have found our enemies?" Kharakhvar asked.

     Alec nodded, "Somewhat, yes.  We know where the 'Dashan' exited hyperspace, and we know that she has not left that position."

     Kharakhvar frowned, "Then why have you not yet jumped your fleet to ambush them?  Surely you have enough force to defeat whatever backup force might be with the 'Dashan'."

     Again, Alec was somewhat relieved at the Noghri's relative lack in strategic knowledge- though he had also learned that Varakh was roughly his own equal in such fields.  "Warrior Kharakhvar, jumping a single ship, or even a fleet, in deep space is exceedingly difficult.  Unless we position our forces within a very small window to allow our Interdictor to pin them down, any ships the Aurora Force has waiting can escape before we fire our first salvo.  Though surprise should be on our side, we will come out of hyperspace all but blind to their position- allowing them to launch the opening salvo or to escape with impunity."

      Varakh nodded at a glance from Kharakhvar.  "You have a plan, though, I can smell that much on you."

      Alec grinned, "Indeed I do, warrior Varakh." He waved a hand over the tactical display, causing one of the displayed ships which composed Alec's fleet to brighten.  "This is the Dreadnought-class heavy cruiser 'Juggernaught'.  She will make the jump to the 'Dashan's' general position and engage her."

       Kharakhvar hissed but Vararkh merely looked thoughtful- at least, Alec assumed that was what the blank look meant.  "You suceeded in inflicting severe damage on the 'Dashan' in your last encounter, and it seems the Star Destroyer is not carrying any fighters, however, a single Dreadnought is still no match for her- let alone any other ships that might be backing the Star Destroyer up," Kharakhvar's voice hardened, "I can not allow you to throw the lives of your men away."

       "I"m surprised you care so much about my men, Kharakhvar.  Death commandos are rarely concerned about such."

        All three Noghri snarled and Alec realized they were but a hairsbredth from killing him then and there.  He had known the dangers of pushing the Noghri in such a manner, but he needed to have them off balance somehow.

       "You have a point, however," he said, breaking the tense moment, "the 'Juggernaught' would not stand a chance at engaging the 'Dashan' or any backup the Star Destroyer has."

       This time it was Varakh who spoke, "You have something else planned, some way of luring your enemies to you."

       Alec smiled and shook his head.  His senior officers, all already in on the plan, couldn't help but let their own smiles cross their faces.  "Not quite," was all Alec said.

Jag

 Blazer stood up from the couch and made his way into another room in the safe house.  He leaned up against a window, plastered his forehead to it and stared out at the slums of the APZ.  He let out a deep breath that fogged up part of the window for a moment.  "Why did I have to get stuck with the 'make fun of Jack' squad?" He mumbled to himself as he drew little faces in the fogged window with his finger.  Why does everyone have to be on my case because I show a little sympathy towards a girl?  He thought to himself.  I'm human aren't I?  What’s wrong with liking someone else?  Hell, I've never even been on a date before, getting thrown across the galaxy and having not one chance to be away from this war.  I mean, it's not like I'm gonna ask her to marry me or anything like that.  Maybe I'll just sit back and talk with her for a while after all this.  Plow her fields...hmmph, I'll plow your head into a field if you pull something like that again... A quick flare of anger flushed over Blazer that knocked him out of his little trance to looked down at his hands that were now balled into fists.  He shook his head to knock some sense back into himself when he saw what he had no memory of drawing on the window, in the fogged patch on the window.

    It was a little heart, with his name and Julie's name inscribed inside the heart shape.  He stared at it in disbelief, trying to figure out when he wrote that, for some reason unknown to him.  He was about to wipe it away when Deuce made his way into the room.  "Hey Barnes, whatcha doing?"

    "HUH?!," Blazer snapped around, quickly sliding his sleeve over the drawing, "Oh, uhmm... nothing."

    "Heh, yeah right.  Well, lover boy, we're trying to plan something now, so you might wanna keep your medic crosses on straight for right now.  After this is over, you'll have all the time in the galaxy to plant and raise her seeds." Deuce said with a lopsided grin.  Blazer jumped towards Deuce but had picked up too much momentum to stop when Deuce swung the door halfway closed.  Blazer slammed right into it and staggered back a bit.  "Save your spunk for the imps man." Deuce replied, half chuckling to himself as he headed back into the other room.  Blazer sighed in defeat and followed.

--- Lieutenant Colonel Jack "Blazer" Barnes

--- (Lucky) #7

--- Your Local Hope Wing CO

He slinked over to Keiran, startled by the crack of bullet fire. I haven't heard that sound since I was hunting on-

An explosion not far away started a fire in the local plant life. It took Alex a moment to realize that fuel from one of something that had crashed had been set ablaze by an errant blaster shot. Great. The heat was opressive, but at least it would help conceal their path. It took him a minute to get there.

"Sir! What do we do?" Keiran asked upon his arrival.

"Withdraw! We've got no chance."

"What about the commander?"

"Maybe we can get to him, but I'm not holding out hope. He'd only slow us down, anyway."

Keiran took a second to glance at his companion, startled. "We can't just leave the others!"

"The way I see it, we don't have another option. We don't do anyone any service by getting ourselves killed. Only in the holo-vids do people survive 30 to 1 odds. I'm going after the others. Get back, and find shelter."

"You don't give the orders."

"I'm telling you how to stay alive!"

"I'd rather be dead than be a living coward." And with that Keiran began to slink over toward Ben.

Alex was astonished, and ready to heed his own advice, but he decided to stick it out instead. I can't shoot straight from this position. I need to stand up. He saw a piece of wrecked tank and knelt behind it. Now that's more like it. He alternated between cowering and standing up to blast at troopers.

-AlexG

Tallon breathed a great sigh of relief as he turned off the display screen, shutting Linch up for awhile.  At least he wasn't alone out here, and the person covering his rear was the only man alive who Max Tallon had respect for before he even met him.   Almost made him wish he was back racing through the towers of Coruscant and avoiding traffic in a heavily modified A-Wing, but those days wouldn't come anytime soon.

Max ignored the faint and warbled tweet from behind him as he kept his X-Wing low over the tree-tops, following behind Briggs as closely as he dared. 

"Max, I've got three TIE Fighters about a click out over a clearing.  Looks like they are flying air support for an assault group.  How you feel about a quick fly by?"

Tallon grumbled and switched over to Proton Torpedoes.  Two left, ain't this great, he thought to himself as he moved out from behind Briggs and came up beside him.  "Sounds as good a deal as any, Three," he said with as much apathy as he could muster.  Its not that he didnt like being refered too with his first name, but...no wait.  Thats exactly it.  "I'm almost running on fumes here so we better make this quick.  I'll take the one on the left and then see what I can pick off on the ground."  Ignoring another faint blurp from behind him, he picked up the power to his engines and took off in the wake of Briggs' X-Wing. 

Knudging his rudder pedals, Tallon moved the targeting bractet over his TIE, smirking as it turned from green to yellow and then to red as Linch hummed a solid tone.  He fired and watched the sapphire exhaust tail dart off towards its target before pulling up higher into the air so he could get a better look into the clearing.  Sighing, he flicked on the display screen.  "Linch, what can you see down there."

FOUR AT-ST'S, THREE LIGHT TANKS, ALMOST A HUNDRED STORM TROOPERS, AND IM UP TO SEVENTY

Tallon dived and swung his fighter around so he came up behind the Assault Team, switching to lasers and flicking them over to single-fire.  He held the trigger down and watched a steady stream of crimson bolts lace the ground below in super-heated death as they carved a straight line though the center of the team.  Storm Troopers doing what they could to not get fried and a single AT-ST just starting to turn around before exploding and showering the area around it with flaming metal debris.  Max kept himself low as his run ended and he began to pull up out of it when something struck him from behind, throwing him forewards in his harness.  The ear-splitting squeel of his R4 was all around him as everything in the cockpit went black and the X-Wing was thrown into an uncontrolled spin.  Closing his eyes and gritting his teeth, he pulled the ejection control but stayed where he was.  There wasn't anything else he could do, his nose hit the ground and shredded, then there was blackness and only his last thought echoed through his head.

God I hate the Republic...

~Max "Wireless" Tallon~

The other other white meat

Asir winced as his X-Wing flew through the violent storm, lightning crashing all around him. He glanced behind and shouted, "You ok back there, Shady?" His R5 beeped a response, before Spokes replied over the comm, "Don't worry, we'll be though it in a few moments."

On cue, the skies clear below then, the four X-Wings of Lightning Squad, the only air support left, flying into another, more dangerous storm below them.

"Shady, where's the nearest shuttle landing site?" The droid buzzes back a response, bringing up a map of the area on the screen, the blue-coloured landing site for Shuttle 4 ringed by 'Imperial' red enemies. "Damn, I was afraid of that. Spokes, our folks are getting clobbered down there. I say we smoke a few of those Chicken Walkers." 

Spokes replied, "I got three TIE's incoming, best get those first." 

"No worries, Max's got it," Asir said as he watched Max go after them, followed by Briggs.

"Ok, let's see what we can do here," he thought as he streaked down towards the main attack group, firing off a concussion missile, streaking red and bright towards one of the AT-STs, breaking it in two and laying waste to the troopers around it. Suddenly, Asir saw something flash across his canopy towards Max's fighter. 

"Max, break off!" he shouted, but the missile had already detonated, breaking an engine clean off. "Sith, break off guys, they've got chips!"

As if to emphasise this, another missile slammed into the side of his X-Wing, but the shields held out. "Max must of had his shields double front or something," Asir thought as he wheeled around, searching for where the missiles had come from. StarShadow squealed out and brought up an image of a small missile van, hiding behind an Assualt Tank. "Yeah, I see it," he said, streaking towards it. Another missile slammed into his shields, the gunner probably realising his mistake. The cockpit shaked and rumbled with the explosion, but the shields held. Asir pulled the trigger, sending ruby devastation towards the tank and the missile van, his lasers on rapid fire, slicing through the thick armour of the vehicles like a knife through butter. Satisfied, Asir wheeled around and rejoined Spokes nearby, who was taking care of the last of the TIE's.

"Where's Max?" Asir asked over the comm.

"He went down, Six," Briggs replied. "His ejector seat failed."

Asir cursed loudly. "What are we going to down now then?"

2Lt Asir "Raven" Hyclon ":)

Lightning Squad 

Eclipse Wing

Aurora Force

Sen really could not sleep. All she thought about was the mission. It would not leave her mind. She figured the rest of the AF would arrive here when they could. But what could she and the rest of shutle 3 do in the meantime? It bothered her how she knew so little of this city. But what if she were to go outside and check it out herself?

She jumped up off the couch, an idea in mind. Len entered, carrying a drink for her.

“So, you are awake. Are you thirsty?”

“Yes.” She took the drink and had a few sips. “Where’s Blazer, Deuce, and Neesh?”

“In the next room.”

She walked into the next room. “We could sit on our asses and wait, or we can go outside and begin some damage. Or just go out and search for possible targets for later on. Who’s with me?”

1LT Sen Richardson

-Harbinger CO 

The first thing I do when I get back, I get someone to train me in medicine, Alex thought as he checked over Ben.

    "You were right." he told the commander. "It's a break... quite a bad one. Keiran! Come help me." The man was tired, but he hobbled over to where Alex was working and knelt down. "I'm going to remove the wood from his leg. If we let it stay in, he's likely to get a nasty infection."

    "With this kind of filth around, he's likely to get one anyway. Are you sure that's the best choice?"

    "If the area is clear, at least we can keep the damn thing clean!" He took out a syringe. "Ben, after we take the wood out, I'm going to have to snap the bone back into line. It'll be easier if I sedate you."

    "No!" Ben exclaimed. "If we have to move again, I'll burden you."

    "And you think you won't burden us if you convulse and damage your nerves?"

    Ben was about to protest, but then nodded. "Do it."

    Alex gave the injection, and a few moments later Ben's head slumped. Alex gave Keiran a large wrap. "When I remove the wood, blood is going to start coming out of this thigh in spurts. We need to stop the bleeding, fast, or he'll die. I need to clean the wound quickly. When I give you the OK, you slap that good and tight on his leg."

    "Got it."

    Alex reached into the medkit and got a spray can of disenfectant. "This won't completely clean him up, but it'll be a lot better. Okay, ready?" Keiran nodded. "Alright... go!" He pulled out the wood piece. It was jagged, and tore some of the flesh away as it was pulled. He chucked it away and was already spraying the antseptic all over the wound. The blood shot out in bursts, landing a few feet away. Alex cleaned the skin as best he could, so the patch would stick. "Now!" Keiran put the transparent adhesive down and pressed it hard to seal it.

    "It's not holding!" He said after a moment, and sure enough it was starting to come up on the side, not having enough skin to hold onto.

    "Robert, quick!" Alex pointed into the field. "Start stunning that rock!"

    "What?!"

    "Just do it!"

    Robert shot the stone three times on low power. Alex took it and moved it around the edges of the bandage, sealing it to the leg.

    "Good thinking." Keiran said, realizing what had happened.

    "It'll take surgery to get it off now, but at least he won't bleed to death. Plus it'll keep any more germs out." Keiran and Alex propped Ben against a rock. "Cain's next."

    While they were running, Robert had wrapped some gauze around Cain's face to help stop the bleeding. Alex removed it and saw a disfigured face. The bleeding had mostly stopped, leaving a black, dried crust on the skin. One shard was dangerously close to the eye. "Another two centimeters, and you would have been missing your depth perception." Cain just nodded. "Okay, hold still. This will hurt."

    "No, really?"

    "Just shut up." He pulled out the largest pieces, and Cain howled in agony as a particularly sharp one was removed. The re-emegence of blood didn't help. Alex didn't have time for bedside manner. He lightly probed each puncture. "None of those is very deep. I think you'll be okay. Still I want to disinfect them." He procured the can again. "Close your eyes." Then he sprayed the open sores. Cain didn't know which was worse: having jagged rock pulled from his face, or the sting from the antiseptic. The hot pain seemed to last forever, but then, in an instant, it was gone.

    "And last but not least, Mr. Keiran. Let's see how that arm is doing."

    Keiran help up a hand. "It feels fine, and the bleeding has stopped. Let's leave well enough alone." He looked around at the night. "Besides, all this blood is likely to attrack insects and predators alike."

    Alex nodded. "You're right. Everyone should have a ration pack and some water. Then we'll sleep, in shifts. Robert and I will take the first watch while the wounded sleep. You'll have to be at your best, since Cain can't see well and Ben's basically incapacitated."

    Rousing from the sedative, Ben said, "I can still shoot." This brought forth a light smile from the rest. Only a small one, but at least morale wasn't dead. "In the morning, we'll find water and decide what to do." And with that, they rested.

-AlexG

“Captain?”

            Karen Wood groaned, shielding her eyes from the light flooding into her office from the hallway.  She’d lain down on her couch to take a quick nap, while there was a little quiet to be had.  She couldn’t go back to her room; they were on alert status.

            “Captain?”  The light flooded in around the figure – she was pretty sure it was O’Malley, the helmsman.  “Ma’am, the Dashan just dropped out of hyperspace at the edge of our sensor range.  Looks like she’s pretty beat up.”

            Rousing herself, Karen rubbed her eyes.  “We have any idea what happened?”

            “I don’t know, ma’am, I got sent down here to get you.”

            Karen Wood, captain of the Imladris, sat up and stretched.  “Well, get back up to the bridge.  I’ll be there momentarily.  Move us into range to aid the Dashan if needsbe.”

            “Aye, ma’am.”  O’Malley departed as Karen yawned and stood up, stretching some more.  A glance at her watch told her that she’d only slept for about an hour or so – not nearly enough.

            Oh well, she thought grimly.  I’ll sleep when I’m dead. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Captain Henderson had managed to find a way out of his quarters during their wild jump away from the Ketaris system, and was now back on the bridge as a very unhappy man.  His ship had taken a pounding, and he knew it, and there was no one to blame for it except for delayed intelligence – if only they’d gotten that communiqué sooner.

            No use regretting things – none of this can be changed.  We just have to be ready...  “Communications, tight-beam a message to the Imladris and include copies of the ship’s logs and the visuals we have from the fight.”

            “Aye, sir.”

            He’d sent Marea to his office, to get some sleep – she’d looked like hell when he had finally made I to the bridge.  She’d done her best, though, and he couldn’t have asked more than that.  Hell, the ship didn’t go down.  I’ve got her to thank for that.

            “I have Captain Wood of the Imladris for you, sir, audio only.”

            “Patch her through on the secure channel.”

            “Aye, sir.”  There was a slight pause.  “You’re live, sir.”

            Henderson forced himself to smile a little.  Karen, after all, was his friend.  “Nice of you to come see us, Karen.” 

<><><><><><><><><><><><> 

            Karen slapped a hand to her forehead.  Levity.  Of course.  Stars above, James.  “What in the name of the Force happened to you?”

            “Had a run-in with a fleet apparently commanded by one of our favorite officers  gone criminal – Alec Jaggers.”

            Shit.  That’s definitely not good.  “Make for Xenen.  If they follow...”

            “Negative, negative.  We pushed the engines pretty hard to make it this far.  I need to give my engineers more time to patch them so they’ll hold for a flight like that.  You’re going, with the vids and the logs.”

            What the hell does he think he’s doing?  “What?”

            “I need you to make sure the fleet knows what went down at Ketaris.  We’ve got people on the ground, Karen.  VA Bridger’s fighter went down, too.  For all we know, she’s dead.  We need General Bel Iblis to bring in the fleet, Karen, whatever he can snag.”

            I’m XO of the AFFC.  I can’t run away from this.  But he’s right.  Someone has to know...  “We can send the Freedom’s Call, James.  It – ”

            “Nothing against her captain, Karen...but I have more faith in you and the Imladris right now.  Go on, get out of here before we get jumped.”

            Karen sighed.  I don’t want to leave them in the lurch.  Where do I get off doing something like that?  Damn it all.  “Right.”  She looked toward O’Malley.  “Bring us about and set course for Xenen – fastest course we can pull.  Do it now.”

            “Yes, ma’am.”

            “The Force be with you, Karen.”

            She laughed, shaking her head, although her friend couldn’t see her.  “Keep your Force, James.  You need it more than we do.  Imladris out.”

            “Course set, Captain.”

            Karen nodded, leaning against the bridge railing.  “Then take us out, O’Malley.  With any luck, we’ll bring back reinforcements at exactly the right time.”

~ Captains Karen Wood (Imladris) and James Henderson (Dashan), AFFC

  The three wounded slept, and Alex and Robert were in a patrol path around the camp. They had been at it for about two hours when Robert saw something over the hill. He signaled to Alex, who came over.

    "What is it?" He whispered.

    "I don't know... I saw something moving, but it hasn't budged for a while now."

    "Think we've got someone else following us?"

    "I'm not sure. If it were the Imperials, I would think they would have come wiped us out by now."

    "Unless he got seperated. Or maybe he's a scout. If so, he could be on the way back to tell the rest of the group where we are."

    "You should get the things packed up, in case we have to get moving again."

    "Yes, sir."

    Maybe we can fashion a stretcher for Ben. Robert thought. I just hope we get out of this alive.

-AlexG

Kaz wasn’t entirely sure who the man standing before him was, but felt fairly sure no Imperial was going to greet him as Admiral, or drop a leveled carbine.  Too weary to really care either way, Kaz holstered his blaster and took a step forward into the clearing, meaning to return the greeting.  Kaz managed to make it almost halfway to Izra when a sudden cry cut through the air, sending a blinding flare of pain through his head and dropping him to his knees.  

Looking up through watering eyes, Kaz could make out a limp figure slumped in the arms of the man who had been holding the carbine.  He couldn’t recognize the face, but at the moment that didn’t really seem to matter. The sharp sound of the figure’s cry continued to echo through Kaz’s mind, seeming almost to tear at it with some unseen power.  The sound of the cry faded into the cry of another voice, and the unfamiliar face changed into one that haunted his very existence.  The cry continued to gain in intensity, joined now by the sounds of a raging fire from the past.  As his eyes rolled back into his head, Kaz Falcion added his own cry to the night forest air before succumbing to the darkness.

-Kaz Falcion

Sirius had flown off of Shuttle five when it landed.  Strangely he hadn't been pursued.  He had been working his way through the area since.  Taking out Stormtroopers with Sniper fire whenever he got the chance.  The group below him appeared to be a Rebel group, but he wasn't sure.  He slid down the back of the hill he was on and worked his way around.  He could here some talking now...

"You should get the things packed up, in case we have to get moving again." one figure said.

"Yes, sir." the second said.

"No need" Sirius said coming out of the brush his hands up.

Number one figure kept a blaster on him while the second guy removed his weapons.

"Who are you?"

"2nd LT Sirius Clay, I am supposed to meet up with Harbringer, got thrown onto shuttle five.  We had a bad landing, everyone scattered and I got seperated.  Just trying to make it to the rendevous point now...I saw you have wounded, I am also a medic.  Keep my weapons if you want, but those men need treatment."

The two men looked at each other, and while they kept the weapons, motioned him to treat the wounded.  They gave him back a medikit he had been carrying, and he headed for the three figures on the ground.

2nd LT Michael Morone a.k.a. Sirius Clay

The thick brush Renan laid in itched like crazy..it seemed like he had been there forever, but the sensors in the shuttle said something was out here so Renan decided to check it out. After 3 blaster bolts flew past his head, Renan decided it wasn't a bad idea to find some cover. 30 minutes later he was still laying there and nothing had appeared. Renan slowly reached behind him to scratch his back, but as he did so 2 white clad Stormtroopers walked out into the opening. "Are you sure you didn't hit him?" 

"I'm positive...I missed him by a foot!"

"You should really check the aim on tha-" The blaster bolt from Renan's E-11 slammed into the stormies faceplate, and the next one hit the chest of the second armored soldier. Renan stood up, cursing to himself, 

"Stalker! we've got incomming!"

-Renan

Team Arron: In retreat (SEVERE CASAULTIES)

Team Eben: Engaging

Team Untra: Engaging

Team Yursa: Engaging

"THE BLAZES JUST HAPPENED THERE?!"

One of the Imp controllers looked away from the list of casualties and shrugged.

"Superior tactics, as well as superior air support sir."

"What do you mean superior air support?"

"We're reading 4 X-wings in the atmosphere sir... possibly five. Can't rightly say because of the storm. Should we launch interceptors?"

"And what, have them chewed up by the fighters? No thank you. We lost enough men today. Now we play dirty. Artillery units online. I want them to bombard that landing site till NOTHING is left there but earth and molten steel. Is that understood?"

"Yes sir."

The wealthy citizens of the Quizsce town center stopped their daily activities to find five wide barrels rising from the dense trees of the central park of Quizsce, the so-called Barlat Park. The powerful weapons rotated at an angle for a few seconds, and then, in a short session, one by one, they began firing. Five immense energy projectiles with solid neutron cores launched into the skies. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><

Miles away, Alex looked up, his sensors detecting the noise much sooner than human ears would allow. He put a finger to his lips and the chatter around him died. 

Several seconds passed in silence, and then the whizzing sound became loud enough for everyone to percieve. They looked around, and only when the shells pierced the clouds did they become visible. They glowed red as the air friction burned away at the energy bubble. They landed some hundreds of yards away from the shuttle 1's resting place, at the exact same spot where the battle had occured. At first, it seemed as if they misfired or malfunctioned, since they all burrowed into the ground. 

Two seconds passed in silence, then...

... a loud noise came from all around them as the seismic charges inside the shells suddenly detonated, sending showers of dirt and mud and molten metal several miles high. The ground shook with the force of the explosions. Ben motioned for Team 1 to stay put for now. He had a hunch, and it proved to be correct as the second volley dug into exactly the same spot as did the previous one.

"They don't know where we are. They're just testing for now. Stay put and don't move. Cover yourselves in leaves and stay put. Hopefully we'll escape IR satellite detection..."

They did as instructed, breathing slowly as the rain of mud and earth began to fall through the branches, followed by another volley of shells and explosions.

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><

"Shells are on target sir."

"Good. Do ten more volleys, then stop. We need to conserve ammunition for now." he said as he glanced at the countdown timer on his wrist. His thoughts sizzled behind his brown eyes and he just kept thinking to himself: "Damn it, just keep them away another ten hours. Just another ten hours, that's ALL I need."

Hidden in one of the nameless hangars on Ketaris was sitting a jet black YT-2000. Inside, all was silent save for the large communications array and the immense arrays of high-tech data storage banks that occupied the entire cargo hold and all the unused sleeping berths.

The timer on the main console read 89%. Ten hours left.

Wal

Stalker turned as he heard someone calling.  "Who is that?" the commando wondered as he started backtracking.  Stalker pulled out his macrobinoculars and scanned the area.

"Sith!  Someone from my shuttle is pinned!" he cursed as he aimed his blaster rifle.  The stormtroopers near the rebel fell to the ground quickly as the air became dense with blasterfire. 

"You okay?" Stalker asked.

"Yeah, thanks." Renan replied as he stood.

"Why'd you take so long to get out?" Stalker questioned as he picked up the blaster clips from the fallen stormtroopers.

"Eh, you hustled out in a hurry I guess.  I waited a bit longer." Renan explained.

"Fine, just come with me." Stalker ordered as they took off again.

Stalker

            It always went down like this.  Just like the fact that it always rained when operations began, things never really worked out when you got into the field.  The team had scattered from the crash site, as Janet assumed command.  Lamin sensed danger, and Trosa had agreed; the team grabbed anything useful, took a few moments to torch what was left of the shuttle, and started moving. 

            Cover blown.  Strike team out of alignment.  And, Lamin sensed, something had gone terribly wrong with at least one Force-user on the ground.  He knew that his team could not be in a worse position, with no way to contact Indy, the only person who could authorize the final strike against Partija.  Furthermore, Redstar’s effective unit cohesion was destroyed.  He spat as the team made their way in the general direction of the city.

            Always, it went like this.

            The team made its way through the forested area, moving for about a half-kilometer.  Eventually, through, the forest started to end, and they found themselves in a field.  Lamin smiled and bent down, and broke off a stem and held it up.  

“Some kind of wheat.  This is a farm.”

Janet nodded.

            “Okay.  This is the northern boundary of Quizsce, then.  That means-“

            Then the ground exploded.

            They were entrapped, AT-STs and stormies coming in.  How they had set up a perimeter, Lamin didn’t know, but he realized that they were well and truly screwed unless something was done.  Janet picked off the AT-ST personnel as fast as she could with the rifle, but he saw her get hit.  Tannik picked her up and they started to move again.

            He realized that crossing the field would be suicide; comlinks were down, though.  He grabbed Elsbeth’s arm and gestured to Trosa.  

“Back into the woods!  Hurry!  You two go ahead.  Circle around the camp, move quietly, about three hundred meters.  They’ll have difficulty attacking us in there; the forest’s too dense for easy operations.  I’m going to get the other team!”  Shoving them off, Lamin rose to his feet and sprinted through the wheat field, the short wheat not yet in term.  Hot blaster bolts spattered left and right, and one managed to singe his stomach, but he made it.  Diving to his stomach next to where Tannik was, laying down suppressing fire with his grenade launcher in one hand and rifle in the other, he slapped the man’s shoulder.

            “Pull OUT!”

            Tannik was on his feet, running in the direction Lamin pointed, as he rose and fired his pistol, a useless gesture of defiance against the fifteen or so troops and remaining AT-ST on the field.  He was amazed that the Imperial AT-STs had clumped together, when he heard a rumbling noise and saw a light assault tank bearing down the road towards the farm.  He slapped Kirghy’s shoulder, and saw that Tannik had already taken Janet with him.

            He sprinted after the men, back into the darkness of the forest, and proceeded to where he told Trosa and Elsbeth to wait.  Gasping from exertion, the six stood for a moment, hearing the clanking of deadly machinery and, in the distance, the wailing of a TIE.  Lamin cursed.

            “Okay, we can’t cross the field that way.  Janet, I recommend we break into teams and try and make it to the safehouse.  Myself, Elsbeth, and Tannik can be one team.  You, Trosa, and Kirghy can be another.  Kirghy, see what you can do to break that communications jamming.  Each team has a pilot in it, and a Force user.”  She nodded to him. 

            “Good call, Lamin.  Stay under cover as much as you can, guys.  Good luck.  See you in Quizsce!”  The teams split off and started to run.

Lamin Zykara

Redstar CO

When every instinct screamed at you to run, the order you least wanted was one to stay put.

And that was what was happening now. With each successive volley, there would be a rumbling thud, a pause, and then a whine, before another rumble, showering dirt and leaves everywhere.

Keiran looked over at the guy who'd apparently just arrived. He'd said he was supposed to be in Harbinger, but Keiran couldn't really be sure, he hadn't really made an effort to find out who everyone was.

The guy, he'd said he was called Sirius, looked over at Keiran. And oddly, looked completely at home, hidden under leaves and dirt, and staying still, which Keiran thought was a little unusual. But then, he felt equally as at home, aside from the huge shells falling from the sky.

And finally, the bombardment stopped. No-one moved for a while. Keiran looked at Sirius again. "You're a sniper, aren't you?" he whispered.

"Yeah." came the reply.

"Figured as much, the fact you stayed dead-still, and the look in your eyes said more than a million words." Keiran turned to Ben. "So, what next? Think we can afford to stay put long enough for Alex and Robert to get some sleep?"

Ben nodded. "Should be able to. Take a patrol route around the area. Take the kid with you." Just as Keiran started moving, Ben grabbed his shoulder. "Keep an eye on him."

Keiran nodded, and walked silently after Sirius. They prowled silently around the area they currently occupied as a squad. Nothing much happened. Keiran kept alert, though. He couldn't be entirely sure who this new person was, yet. His gut feeling was telling him the guy was who he said he was, and normally, that would be good enough, but considering he wasn't feeling 100% he couldn't be sure his gut instinct was going to be right.

The two Harbingers seemed pretty content to patrol together and not say a word. Keiran for one, was a man of few words. He only spoke when the need arose. It was better that way. People didn't ask so many questions, or distract you.

While Alex and Robert slept, Ben and Cain stayed awake, but resting. By Ben's reckoning, they had another three or four klicks before they hit open fields. Somehow, they'd have to get across 45 klicks of open fields to get to the city. Cain and Ben discussed possible tactics while they rested.

-Keiran Lyconius

"We've been over this before," Kharakhvar said. Sitting beside him, Varrakh frowned. She seemed to be thinking the same thing.

"Yes, we have." Rul'khar queued the record anyway. "Listen this time, and we shall not need to go over it again."

"Commander, I won't waste any of your time with banter or requests for surrender--I know neither will get me anywhere with you or your superiors.  I merely wished to let you know who is about to destroy Aurora Force--for the good of the galaxy and all of its peoples.  To any who survive, I pray you will someday realize that tough choices must be made and some people must accept the mantles of the villain for a time.  Lt. Colonel Alec Jaggers, Imperial Commander of Ketaris, out."  

"This goes directly to Jaggers' state of mind," Rul'khar said. "His tone is almost apologetic. He considers his work for the Empire to be than of a 'villain.' He clearly retains sympathies for the New Republic."

Kharakhvar shook his head. "He also claims that his actions are for the good of the galaxy. He dislikes his mission, that is clear--but he sounds like a warrior who has chosen to do a distasteful duty as well as he possibly can. One would not expect a warrior to feel any other way when forced into a battle against his former comrades." *Yes, I understand

this man very well...*

"So his loyalties are confused, but his duty is clear." Rul'khar frowned.  "That is what you think?"

"For the moment, yes."

"I ask you, Kharakhvar--how long does one's devotion to this duty last, when one perceives their honor at stake? Remember what we were taught:  'The Moral Law causes the people to be in complete accord with their ruler, so that they will follow him regardless of their lives, undismayed by any danger.'  Without this law, any warrior is weak." Rul'khars nostril's flared. His eyes bearing challenge.

"I understand this." Kharakhvar said quietly. *Do you?*

"Do you? Do you think we can truly trust a warrior who would abandon his longtime allies on the basis of--"

"Silence," Kharakhvar hissed. 

Rul'khar froze. He'd almost forgotten himself. "I am sorry," he said in Noghri.

Kharahvar nodded. Rul'khar might be skeptical about the betrayal story, but he wasn't going to condemn his people to slow deaths by revealing the slowly brewing Noghri rebellion in a monitored room. 

Or was he just ensuring his own skin's safety?

It didn't matter. "We will continue this discussion," Kharakhvar promised. "But at the moment, we have a commitment in the mess hall."

"I shall prepare in my quarters," Rul'khar said, and left.

Kharakhvar nodded at Varrakh. "Catch up with him. Discuss something inconsequential."

"I obey." Varrakh left Kharakhvar alone in the records room as Rul'khar's voice, disembodied now, continued to reprove him.

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

After interminable discussion, the two factions of Team 64 could only agree that Jaggers bore more watching. This suited Kharakhvar's group because it allowed them more time for a chance to bend Jaggers' possibly sympathetic ear, and if that proved impossible, to escape into AF custody. *If we can make Jaggers understand that the Empire really is—if we can show him the true, foul face of those he claims to serve--will he be willing to reconsider his "tough choices?"*

It suited Rul'khar's group, the three who remained loyalists, because it gave them opportunity to keep both Jaggers and Kharakhvar's group in check. So they extended their quiet, shaky accord, and prepared their report.

When they presented these conclusions to Thrawn, the Admiral agreed. "I'm going to assign you to Jaggers as his personal bodyguard," he declared in that smooth, persuasive voice. "He will, of course, understand your real business. One would hope that this knowledge alone will keep his feet on the straight and narrow. If not--" the terrifying red eyes glittered. "If not, your duty is clear."

"Understood, my lord." Kahrakhvar bowed. He bowed his head, fearing that his eyes would reveal his visions of treason to the omniscient Admiral. *But do you see it in your own bodyguard, sir?* he thought, recalling Rukh's secret orders. *Do you ever really look at him, now?* "Yes. This warrior understands his duty.*

Thrawn frowned a moment, then nodded. "Good, Kharakhvar. Yes, very good. Chimaera out."

Kharakhvar felt tired.

--Noghri Commando Team 64

    He trusted the Kieran guy, thats all he knew.  They were supposed to watch for the enemy, and now he was seeing signs of them in the brush, he motioned Kieran over and pointed at them, he just nodded gravely...it appears to be three or four troopers dragging stuff...probably bodies.

    Kieran took lead suprisingly why Sirius watched the flanks.  Ahead there was a clearing, and sure enough, 4 scout troopers and two bodies.  Sirius turned to Kieran "Hey...its dark enough, if we can get right up on them, and take them out, that armor would help protect our hides when crossing the fields."

    "You think like a corellian my friend." Kieran said.

    "Thats cause my parents were corellian, spent a lot of time there, including in their sniper corps."

    "Oh, man, this ought to be intresting then.  You go left, I go right."

    The two snipers were very careful, it to 15 minutes for them to get into position, and then a boon came to them, an animal burst into the clearing, then darted away in fright.  That provided enough time for both men to enter the clearing.  Sirius just snap kicked on in the head, and stunned the other, then he turned and stunned the first target.  Kieran came out firing off stun bolts, at one, smashed into the second knocking his helmet off.  He then sent his hand right across the guys mouth.  the two scout troopers on the ground were dead already, they apperantly fell or something, no blaster scores, good deal.

    "We need to get this stuff back to the others..."

    Sirius nodded "I'll strip them and tie them up, keep watch."

    After about 15 minutes more of grueling work, they were set to go, but they had a lot to carry....

    2nd Lt Michael Morone A.K.A. Sirius Clay

Tiny,

      Sup I’m not sure when I’ll get to send this to you but I’m writing it any how, we got on the big ship and had a meeting, I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you what was said there, but anyhow were dealing with some double dealing spy or something and he’s messed up the local computer networks with a virus, and the bugs here are awful. My long fur keeps the repellent from getting down to my skin , anyhow I’m on watch now and had a sec so I thought I’d send you this.

   : End message

   : Save Draft

Kyrus looked up down over the rock he was sitting on, Tech and some other people who had way more of a clue as to what’s going on lay sleeping peacefully in a neat row below the rock face. Putting his datapad away Kyrus stood up and checked his cannon again, it was at full charge with 2 shots left. He fished through his pack, and grabbed out a package of candy, small gumdrops to be exact

Snap

Kryus shot his head around, there was something in the bushes to the left of the camp site, Kyrus dropped the candy and grabbed his cannon, In the time that had taken him, the thing had bounded out of the bushes right for Tech, Kyrus leapt between the beast and tech, and fired one shot at the beast, The green bolt lit the clearing eerily for a moment as the shot went wide and started a small fire in the bushes the thing had come from. “Sithspit!” Kyrus swore and bent ready to defend against the things charge.

-Kyrus Orelukson

They retreated further into the forest.  Kirghy had positioned his comm unit in a sling and had it attached to a specially designed chest harness.  He was glad at the moment.  Failure to keep moving would probably mean certain death, and this enabled him to avoid that fate.  The data was being transferred to an eyepiece covering his right eye.  That was a little feature he had thought of himself.  It let him view the world of the physical with his left eye, which happened to be his aiming eye in a firefight.  Streams of data filled the eyepiece.  He let a frown cross his face.  It was definitely not good news.  He input a few commands into the console.  No use.  He needed more power. 

  "Lamin!  Hook the red cable on the comm unit to the device in the upper right pouch on my pack!"  Lamin, obviously sensing the urgency in Kirghy's voice, complied without a word.  "Thanks.  Now let's see what that did...Dang!  Of all the rotten luck...."  He paused as he entered a few more keystrokes then shook his head. 

   "Negative on breaking through that jamming.  I can't get enough power output. They must be using the main planetary relays.  The only way to stop it is to disrupt the power supply or take the communications tower in Quizsce."  He took the eyepiece off an placed it in a pouch on the side of the comm unit, then shrugged.  "Sorry, done all I can."

Kirghy

Ben watched as Sirius and Keiran stalked out into the forest.

...or, at least, what was left of the forest.  They'd been lucky.  The Imps had primarily focused on the area surrounding the battle-site, probably figuring that the survivors had either been too hurt or too tired to make it very far.

*Not that we did.* Ben thought to himself.  *If we'd stopped any sooner, we'd be free food for those reptile things.*

Sighing, Ben looked over at Cain.  "Well, we are doing one thing right."

Cain looked surprised.  "And that would be?"

Ben cracked a smile.  "We certainly are causing a LOT of chaos."

Cain chuckled at the joke.  "Wonder if they know they've lost all this stuff trying to kill 5 guys."

"Six, now." Ben corrected.  "Wonder how Sirius wondered all the way over here from 5's landing spot."

Cain shrugged.  "Bumped his head in the landing, wondering around for a few days, happened to come across us instead of Imps.  Not that I'm complaining.  The more guns we have, the better."

Ben shrugged.  "I don't know...it be easier to do the 'fun part' with less people."

Cain cocked and eyebrow.  "'Fun part?'"

"We've been very luck so far.  By pure luck and better cover, we've managed to get the drop on or hide from everything the Imps have thrown at us.  In three or four clicks, our luck takes a turn.  For the better or for the worst is up for debate.  The fields will be flat.  That mean's we'll be able to make much better time, even with a bunch of use the walking wounded."

"On the other hand," Cain said, "we'll be out in plain site for every Imp flyover, patrol, or farmer who's been feed propaganda against us for the last three days."

"Yep.  And I don't think we have too many miracle battles left.  Speaking of which, how are Robert and Alex doing?"

Cain looked over.  "Robert sleeping.  Alex is too...or whatever holograms do when the rest.  How's the leg?"

Ben shifted his wounded leg a bit.  "Still have some painkiller in me, so it's not too bad right now.  Not sure how it will do on the run."

Cain nodded and fell silent.  Ben sighed and leaned back on the tree he was sitting against.  *Yep.  Starting in the morning is the Fun Part...*

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun

Avalanche CO 

 Tallon sat there for a moment, scratching the stubble on his chin as he tried to access the situation.  My X-wing is totaled, I don't know where I am, and im hanging upside down from a tree.  Hurrah...  He took off his helmet and let it fall to the ground below.  "Looks like about ten feet, Linch." 

  There was no reply.

  "Linch?" he asked again, trying to turn himself around under the harness.  The droid was there all right, at least most of him was.  Whatever hit him had taken out a good chunk of the R4, and the rest was charred and black.  Luck as hell that he wasn't dead along with him.

  Max sighed inwardly and turned back around, rubbing his forehead in his palm.  "Thirty Nine.  Look's like I get to see if the Republic can process orders faster then the scum of the earth."  If I get out of here, he silently reminded himself. 

  After careful deliberation, he concluded that no matter what he did, falling to the ground was going to hurt...a lot, but it was better then getting fried by a TIE while hanging upside down in a tree.

  He took a deep breath, took the time to mentally curse everyone he hated, and undid his harness, barely getting it out of his way before he started falling head first towards the dirt.  He did his best to flip himself upright as he fell, but only go about halfway before landing pretty damn hard right on his back.  Tallon just sort of lay there for a while, trying to get his breath back and waiting for the mind-numbing pain to die down.  The landing could have been a lot word but every bone in his body ached in response, drawing attention to the nasty cluster of gashes and bruises along both arms and a nice sided bump on the side of his head.  Guess I landed a litter rougher then I thought.

  It got even better as he lay there, staring up at his at the tree as he waited for the will power to actually get up.  A thunderous bang gave him said will power as he staggered to his feet, a painful twitch from his left leg almost putting him back on the ground. 

  Tallon stood there for awhile, waiting for waiting for the impending explosion that he was sure would follow momentarily.  Strangely enough, it took abit longer then he had expected.  Either meaning that the Imperial's were backing some really high powered Artillery or these were paused shells.  Possibly shredders or harpies.  It dawned on him, after a moment, that instead of trying to think of what type of weapon the Imperial's where trying to kill the Republic with, he should be moving as far away from them as possible. 

  Max did his best to try to climp back up to what remained of the fuselage, but only ended up falling back onto the ground and adding another sharp pain to his movement.  Wasn't really wroth trying more then once anyhow, he knew he didn't bring a blaster with him and his Force Pike was sitting in its compartment in Swing back on Xenen.  After another shot was fired into the sky, Tallon noticed how hard he was sweating and began taking off his Flight suit, taking a moment to wonder why he had decided to wear his dark grey TIE Pilot Iniform underneath, despite the immense discomfort.  He purried the clothes under a fallen tree, as out of sight as he could waste the time to find. 

  A third shot echoed overtop, and that served as his warning.  Moving as a fairly slow and lazy pace, with a nice deal of difficulty, he started making his way into the general direction of the city.  Who knows, maybe I'll get mistaken for an Imperial Pilot and get a ride.

~Max "Wireless" Tallon~

The other other white meat

 Izra scrubbed a hand over his eyes, watching the clouds from the storm break up, letting the colors of the sunrise peak through.  Around him, almost everyone was sleeping – well, he was pretty sure they were, anyway.  Kaz’s mumblings had died down several hours before, and Sidro and Kid seemed to still be out, too.  He himself had briefly catnapped, but lightly.  Mostly, he tried to plan – and the trying was not going very well.

            We need to get to the safehouse, but I don’t know how we’re going to sneak into the city.  That’s not exactly a small task.  He sighed quietly.  Sidro was stirring nearby, which meant that soon it would be time to rouse Kid and Kaz and try to get to the city.  I wonder if Kaz is lucid enough to help carry a stretcher.  That way, I can send Kid out to scout...wait, no.  Bad idea.  Bad, bad idea.  Last time I let them out of my sight, Sidro came back a mangled mess.  No.  That’s not happening.  We’re sticking together.  He looked down at Indy – did she seem paler?  We’ve got to get her out of here.  His gaze flicked to Sidro, injured also.  Him, too.  That shoulder wound is bad – I’ve seen enough to know that.  He’s lucky he can still move the arm.
            My squad’s a mangled mess already.  So much for a cakewalk of a first mission.  Worst part is, this shit is my fault – if we hadn’t chased Indy to the ground, we’d not be in this situation.

            Of course, she’d be dead.

            Izra sighed.  “I can’t win.”  He sat, and waited for the others to wake up.

~ Maj. Izra Dargan

It seemed that everything in the forest could wake him up.  A chirp here, a howl there, the forest was just full of thousands of alarm clocks.  None of which were set for the right time this night.  Char had his eyes shut but was awake when he heard something coming through the underbrush.  He had an his blaster out ready to fire when Izra identified the man as an Admiral.  Char had never seen him before but trusted Izra’s judgment, he was about to introduce himself when Indy sat upright and started screaming, and then the admiral started screaming.  Feeling exasperated he simply closed his eyes and waited.

Eventually things calmed down, when he opened them again only Izra was stirring.  Indy had gone back to sleep, apparently ‘Kid’ could sleep through anything, and the new admiral was mumbling to himself in the corner.  Char climbed over the others and sat down next to Izra, “’morning sir.”

The Major regarded him, “How’s the arm?”

Char tried a small range of movement but winced as pain shot up is shoulder and seemed to spread over his body.  “Its fine sir.”

Izra chuckled, “No cadet, I don’t believe that for a minute.  I’m no doc, but if I had to guess I’d say you more or less shattered your left shoulder blade and possibly your upper arm.  At least you stopped the bleeding somehow, how did you do that?”

“Signal flare, I cauterized it with a signal flare.”

“You, WHAT?  That’s a new one to me but its working for the time being.”

The two sat in silence watching the rain slide off the trees to the earth below.  It would be morning soon and they couldn’t stay any longer. 

“I did the right thing.”  It was a statement, but the inflection in the Major’s voice made it sound to Char like a question.  The Major turned to him, expecting a response but Char wasn’t sure he could give one.  He had questioned the Major’s decision to himself and was still not satisfied with any answers he could come up with.  

“I don’t know Major, I just don’t know.  I do know this, Vice Admiral Bridger is alive right now, and that could be more vital to the Republic than anything you or I will ever do.  I also know that second-guessing the decisions men make in combat is something for the arm-chair generals and politicians.  All we need to do is worry about the next decision, and the ones after that.”

Izra was silent for a moment, then turned back to Char as he stood up, “Alright wake up the troops we’re moving out.  You know your wisdom belies your years Cadet Sidro.”

“You have no idea sir,” Char muttered to himself as he packed his gear and nudged Kafec awake.  

-Char Sidro

"Sir, we have a problem..."

Walex looked up and nodded for the younger officer to approach.

"Yes, what is it?"

"It seems as if most of the Imperial troops are not using Ion cannons against their targets, as you ordered."

"What is the meaning of this?"

"Apparently even the non-endangered teams are returning blaster fire instead of ion fire. Should we re-transmit the orders sir?"

A deep sigh made its way from Walex's lungs.

"No, it won't DO anything. Bloody damn brainwashed commanders won't obey the commands anyway. They WILL however obey THIS command."

Several pairs of ears close to the scene perked up. 

"Open all communication channels. Time to negotiate."

"Aye sir."

Walex approached the main console and tapped a few buttons, clearing all the channels of traffic.

"New Republic forces on Ketaris. This is Colonel Walex Partija of the Imperial Special Forces Division, Mercury Dragons subunit. I am the current commander of all the Imperial ground forces on Ketaris, as I am sure you are aware of already. My goal here, and thus, the Imperial goal, is NOT to kill you people, nor is it to oppress this planet. The 

residents of Ketaris are aware of this, and the official agreement between the planet and the Galactic Empire clearly outlines this. The official document is available for anyone to examine in the central governmental complex in Quizsce."

He paused as he took in a short breath.

"Your acts and your arrival here constitutes invasion of a planet under Imperial protection. YOU are the aggressors here. All the damages caused to Ketaris and its populace will result from YOUR actions. I hope you understand what you are doing."

Another pause as he formulated his thoughts.

"I am here to offer you an agreement. Cease your resistance and reside in the outskirts of Quizsce for now, and my Imperial forces will retreat back into the city. We shall dispatch civilian doctors to all teams needing assistance along with basic sanitary supplies and food. Should you choose to accept this agreement, you also agree to leave Ketaris immediately with the civilian shuttles that we will provide. Keep in mind that the timeframe for this is very short, as the Imperial fleet under the command of Admiral Jaggers is unlikely to show such mercy to any fleeing shuttles. Until the fleet returns, this window of opportunity is open."

Some of the commanders sitting around Walex looked up at him with an interesting quirk on their faces.

"There has been enough bloodshed for one day. Leave Ketaris peacefully. I am also transmitting a frequency on which you can contact me. This frequency, and this frequency only will remain open at all times for you to contact me. All other frequencies are being jammed. We WILL consider individual cases. That is all for today. Partija out."

With that, the link was broken. Another deep sigh escaped Walex. Someone clapped in the background, but was soon shushed as Walex turned around and faced a room-full of confused, and somewhat angry expressions.

"Enough bloodshed for today. Order the forces to stand down and gravitate towards the borders of the city. Send out medics and repair teams. I want our forces at full operating efficiency tonight and tomorrow." 

Wal

 "Well I'll be...He didn't lie to us.  Look."  It was only moments after Walex's message ended and already the Imperial units had begun to head back towards the city.  Kirghy took the opportunity to sit down and catch his breath.  He had forgotten how heavy some of this danged equipment was. 

   "That's nice of him.  Too nice actually.  He just made a mistake he probably doesn't realize he made."  Kirghy was actually smiling as he spoke.

   Trosa gave him a look of confusion.  "Could you explain that?  I'm a little lost here."

   "Certainly.  See, by leaving open that frequency, he just gave us a way to communicate with each other.  Under normal circumstances, and with only civilian equipment, this wouldn't do us much good since he could also listen in on us.  However, we have a slight glimmer of hope for completion of the mission.  While the frequency may be in the open, we have many different encrypts to transmit with.  I added a couple of new ones to all of the communications equipment a few days ago."   He paused to allow this information to sink in.

   "So,” began Janet, "what you're saying is that we can use encrypted communications over that frequency, but he won't be able to understand what's going on?"

   "Exactly.  Of course, that might raise suspicions, but hopefully he will think we are honestly discussing his proposition.  This would most definitely not be the case, as we already know that most of the damage that could be caused would be the fault of the Imperials, not to mention that the papers that were filed to join the Empire were probably filed under duress.  We have an obligation to these people.  I think we finally got something to work in our favor."  Kirghy smiled.  Oh yes, this was most assuredly in their favor.

Kirgs

Sirius had just arrived at the clearing, Alex was looking suspiciously at the scout armor.  Sirius was waving his hands and pointing to the comlinks.  Everyone snatched them up and listened in.

Alex shook his head "I don't believe it"

Sirius nodded "Standard Imperial trick, hardly used surprisingly, its rather effective.  Once on board the shuttles, we have no where to run, blow the shuttles up, have them land where there are a bunch of stormtroopers, whatever works.  You eliminate your enemy.  Never seen it done large scale before, it might be truthful, but  I doubt it."

Alex nodded, this guys voice was dripping with hate, but also intelligent.  He had heard the man talking with Kieran about being in the Corellian Security Forces when they returned.  And now he could make out the bloodstripes on his pants.  Faded, old, but there.  This guy was finally earning Alex's trust, and as such, got the rest of his equipment back, he still wasn't completely trustworthy, but he was getting there.

"What are we supposed to do with this armor?"

"Two things, one, we wear it minus helmets so we can get across the field, and two, we scavange the comm equipment out of it."

Alex frowned "Why?  Its useless, everything is being jammed."

Sirius smiled "The channels the Imperials are using arn't.  We use our encrypts on their channels, as long as we cycle encrypts every few hours, we might have a solid line of communication as long as we don't overburder the channels too much."

Alex blinked, that was one way to get past communications jamming...use the signals your enemy was using.  "Thats risky, after a few communications they would figure it out."

Sirius nodded "Yeah, but it might get us a chance to organize something, but first we have to tell the others about it, that I am not sure how to do..."

Alex nodded..."Yeah, I see your point, it might come in handy later in the mission though."

Sirius grinned "Maybe, now, lets get you guys in this armor, hopefully the imperials will think we are Imperials, and our guys will recognize us while we don't have helmets on.  Might just get across this field alive."

Alex nodded "Maybe..."

2nd LT Michael "Blasts" Morone a.k.a. Sirius Clay

 Finding the documents in his pocket had been something of a shock – he’d forgotten that he still carried them.  After listening to Walex’s message and discarding the offer for mercy as some sort of trick, he’d set to thinking again – thinking about how they might be able to get themselves to the safehouse.

            That’s it!  I’ve got it.  Izra snapped his fingers.  “I have a plan.”  He held up the documents that he’d located on his person – his identification as a journalist, which made him a non-combatant and thus would keep him safe.  “Hear me out before you start objecting – but this is just crazy enough to work.

            “We’re a documentary team, out getting footage for a vid about warfare.  We were in a speeder, shooting footage, when we got caught in crossfire and our speeder crashed.  If we lose the flightsuits and wrap up Indy’s face and Kaz’s, we’ll be good – just have to obscure their identities enough so that whoever’s guarding the city limits won’t be able to tell who they are right-off.”

            Izra grinned.  “Like I said, it’s crazy.  But it just might be crazy enough to work.  We’ll hide our guns on the stretcher with Indy, under the blankets, and hope to the stars they don’t check.  If they do, we collected them from the battlefield that we were stranded in so we could use them against the nasty critters out here.

            “We willing to give this a shot?”

~ Maj. Izra Dargan

Kid stared in disbelief.  That sounded like a plan he would have thought of.  It was crazy and it may work.  Kid sat and thought it over.  Then something came to mind.  "Sir, I am a nonhuman and a warrior, I more than likely would not be on a documentary team.  And furthermore, imperials hate nonhumans.  I belive that I should stay here and hide out, or follow at a distance.  Then once you are in the city you can think of a way to let me in.  Far as of now I will just make an almost impossible thing even harder."

Izra replied:.........

-Kid Kafec

Izra shook his head. "As much as I hate to admit it, the Imps have always kept an eye out for journalists -- how else would they spread their propaganda across the galaxy? It doesn't matter if you're non-human, if I say you're my assistant, then that's the way it'll work. No one can tell you're a warrior, kiddo, unless you make that known to them."
    He sighed, sitting back. "Besides. I'm not leaving anyone behind, and right now you're the only one who can help me carry the stretcher. You're going. I'll make it an order if I have to." Izra stood, dusting himself off as he stepped out of their shelter, looking around. "We'll leave soon. Just stick to the plan...and we might just get out of this alive."



~ Maj. Izra Dargan

Sen stared at the sleeping members of shuttle 3. “Typical.” She turned to Len. “I’m going outside, alone.” She turned and left before he could respond.

-------

Outside the air was warm, a temperature she liked. It reminded her of her home city. The planet of Ketaris brought memories back of her own world. These two planets were similar. She could even call Ketaris her new home. But it would never fully replace her own.

She wandered the streets, familiarizing herself with the city. Finding alleyways that could later be useful and other areas for hiding. She kept no track of time or of where she was. But she knew the more she walked, the more her surroundings changed. She used to do this back home: wander her city endlessly. It gave her a peace of mind, time to think through problems. It relaxed her.

Once in a while she would shake out of her thoughts. Something pinged at her once in a while. Finally she did and stopped walking. Now realizing what offset her, she glanced around. She had encountered no one at all throughout her walk. For being from a heavily populated city, that bothered her. Something was not right. To her left something terrified her. She was awfully close to the center tower. Enough to be spotted easily.

Instincts telling her to run, she hurried down to an alley. She leaned against the wall, trying to control her breathing. Her mind was full of panic.

“You there! Freeze!”

Stormtroopers appeared as if they were poofed at her location. She turned and ran the other direction. That run immediately halted, as more troops blocked her only escape.

Something hit her back, and she lurched forward, drifting to unconsciousness.

She later came to, being put into stuncuffs, and already stripped of her gear. She stayed silent, head low, thinking this is the end for her.


1LT Sen Richardson
-Harbinger CO

"Sir?" came the cheerful chirping of a young officer unable to contain his pleasure at what he percieved as a task well done.

Walex turned slowly.

"Yes?"

"I believe we have something which might spark your curiosity." he said as he snapped his fingers. This was a diversion, as he secretly thumbed the comlink in his other hand. The trick was obviously something he picked up from a senior officer, as his arrogance would not allow for ingenious thought, Walex assumed. 

The doors to the turbolift slid open and a young female officer stepped into the control room, flanked by two helmet-free stormtroopers.

"Sen?" There was familiarity and recognition in Walex's voice as his eyes widened slightly. The slip was only momentary as he slowly adjusted himself into his cold-faced commander pose and nodded, now proclaiming a bit loud: "Lt. Richardson. We meet again." Someone sniggered off in the corner. Whether it was mocking him or her, Walex couldn't tell.

"Come to surrender, have you?" the young officer chirped in again, stepping slightly in front of Walex. It happened in a flash. 

The officer was on the floor, clutching his cheek where now a red shape was beginning to form. His eyes rolled around confusedly, till he saw Walex staring at him.

"Commander Darillian. Once and for all. Lt. Richardson is a prisoner of war and shall be treated as such. No mocking, no gawking. Respect. Learn it."

His eyes scanned the command room and suddenly he realized his mistake. He was becoming too strange, too alienated from his commanders. First the offer of safe passage, now this betrayal... there was something amiss. Yet, he would fight questions and challenges with silence and power.

"WHAT? Don't you have things to do?! Keep me posted on the situation. I want a FULL and COMPLETE run down of ALL the forces that we have. NOW!"

He looked back to Sen, noted the pale color in her eyes and then nodded for the two stormtroopers to follow him. He led them down a few floors into what appeared to be the lavish quarters of a wealthy businessman. Naturally, the previous resident had been 'advised' to liberate them in favor of the Imperial command staff. This particular section was scanned for privacy and contained Walex's quarters, as well as the quarters of his two Noghri bodyguards.

The two stormtroopers were about to enter when the slicer's cool voice interrupted them: "Stay at the doors, don't let anyone in or out without my explicit permission... that of course excludes the Noghri. They are free to come and go as they please."

The two men looked bored out of their minds, and did not care too much about the order given. They took up positions and put on their helmets, probably hoping to engage in some short-range comm chatter.

Sen followed Walex into the lavish and spacious living room where one of the Noghri, Uk'hra's little 'cousin' was relaxing in an upside-down pose. A quick exchange between the slicer and the Noghri, and the smallish creature disappeared into one of the adjoining rooms. 

"Thirsty?"

Sen's ears perked up, a flash of confusion crossing her face.

"What?"

"Are you thirsty?" Walex said as he crossed over to the bar and set down his datapad and sidearm. His eyes met hers for a second, a roguish playfulness in them.

"I mean, yes I am, but..."

"But what?"

"Aren't you supposed to be interrogating me?"

"For what?"

"Information that I know?"

Walex shook his head and interrupted her quickly: "What's your poison?"

"Say what?"

"Your drink?"

"Oh... just water."

He put a cold glass of water on the table and slid onto the couch.

"Well listen. I already know everything I want to know. Besides, anything that you know that I don't, I deem irrelevant."

This seemed to almost... insult her.

"Oh really now? You're certainly a cocky bastard if you can say something like that!"

He smiled through the rim of his glass and shook his head.

"No, not really. You just presume that my goal and my intention here is to conquer this planet and rule it with an iron fist for the Empire. If that were my goal, then yes, interrogating you WOULD make sense. However, my goal being something... different... I don't really need your knowledge." he leaned forward suddenly, a bit more serious.  "That set aside... what are we going to do with you?"

Wal

Walex made Sen nervous. The fact that they were alone in his private quarters terrified her. An easy way he could take advantage of her. 

“Sen?” he watched her questionably. 

“What now?” She was not liking this at all. 

He motioned to a seat. “Will you relax?” 

“How do I know this is not a trick?” 

“Sit, Sen.” 

She shook her had, grabbed the drink, and sat across from him. “How do I know this water isn’t real poison?” 

“Sen. . .” 

She glared at him. 

“You haven’t had a sip of that water and you’re already cold. Why would I hurt you?” 

“You have me captive.” 

“Are you in stun cuffs now, are you in a prison cell, am I interrogating you?” 

“No. . .” 

“We may be of opposing sides, but that does not mean we can’t be friends . What have I ever done to you?” 

“Nothing bad.” She kept her voice low. 

“So, relax. I will not hurt you.” 

She looked down at her drink and tested a sip. The water tasted fine. The coldness refreshed her. 

“There you go. That wasn’t bad, was it?” 

“What are you going to do with me?” She did not know what to think of him, yet she believed she would receive no harm. But there was still the problem of her capture. She needed to get back to the safe house, away from anything Imperial. She did not want to believe she sat in this room willingly. 

“That is something we need to discuss.” 

“I want to know what you want with me. You claim to be Imperial, and I have a mission to complete. I don’t know if you will let me go or hold me here. All I know is I’m confused. What kind of an Imperial has a casual drink with a rebel?” 


1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO

Birdsong echoed through the streets of Coronet City, Corellia. The sun had long begun it's lazy arc across the sky, and the cold of night was now banished to the bright light of day. Two people had gone to watch the sunrise, and had long since gone to bed for some sleep. The both of them lay curled up comfortably together, one a beautiful blonde haired young woman, the other a quiet, dark-haired young man.
 

The sun glittered through a gap in the curtains, shining across the man's face, stirring him.
 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Keiran yawned, squinting his eyes against the bright sunlight, and pulled the blanket over his head to stop himself being blinded, before laying down again, and trying to get back to sleep again.

 

Footsteps came closer, then stopped, barely a pace from where Keiran was asleep on the floor, then a sharp nudge in the ribs. "Sleepy, time for some early longshots, before our counterparts pick ye off..."

 

Keiran groaned, and looked at the person who'd nudged him in the ribs, wondering who he was and what he was on about. Oh yeah... Sirius... "Huh? Longshots?" Now I'm confused, he thought. "Oh... right... sniping. Caf first."

 

Sirius departed again. Damned early riser. Talk about early bird catching the worm... this is taking it to extremes... Keiran thought. It was then that Keiran suddenly realised he was hugging his rifle. ...Keiran, get a grip... Sen's definitely way out of your league. Stop fantasising and start seeing the reality. She's your superior officer, and relationships between superior officers and those under their command isn't allowed. And for goodness sake, stop hugging your rifle! 

 

Keiran pushed his rifle away, and was surprised to hear it make a glassy chink noise. He looked at where the sound had come from, and looked dazedly at the bottle he'd hit. An empty bottle labelled 'Whyren's Reserve'...

 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Keiran and Sirius had found a place out of the way, and were finishing off a litre or so of Whyren's between the two of them. It was pretty good stuff, actually, tasted fairly decent. Should have, too, it wasn't cheap, and it was certainly from Keiran and Sirius' homeworld of Corellia. Robert, Cain and Alex were in a discussion with the other people in the safehouse, and Ben was dozing on the couch, his leg propped up to keep it comfortable and stop it swelling.
 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Ben was still asleep on the couch now. He'd been sleeping a lot. Hardly surprising really, he was the worst injured of them.

 

Keiran reluctantly got up from his corner, and wandered to where the kitchen was, hoping they had some caf hidden away somewhere. It didn't take long to find the caf, and Keiran soon made enough caf for the Shuttle 1 team. He left the coffee pot on the heating pad, so it'd be warm still when everyone else woke up.

 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Keiran had collapsed exhausted onto the couch when they'd finally reached the safehouse. Of course, that comfort didn't last, and he was soon kicked off the couch so that Ben could lay on it.
 

So, Keiran had moved onto the floor, and essentially claimed one corner of the room as his own. No-one had disputed it. Everyone was too exhausted to.
 

One of the people, Keiran didn't know who, that had already been at the safehouse had set to properly cleaning the festering wound on Keiran's forearm.
 

And it wasn't long before Keiran and Sirius had set to drinking. It'd been a nightmare few days. They'd talked about everything and nothing really. Nothing like a war buddy to talk to.
 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Keiran drank his caf quietly, and started checking his gear. Everything was in order, and after another sip of caf, he did a proper check of his rifle. It never hurt to make sure a rifle was in good repair, and it definitely hurt when you didn't.

 

After that, Keiran had finished the rest of his caf, which was going cold, and walked over to a window, to take a look around. It wasn't long before Sirius appeared again. "So, what exactly is there to shoot around here? It's not like I've seen any Imperials here."

 

"We'll find something."

 

With that, they'd both headed up to the roof of the building. They just stayed there in near silence, pretty much watching the world go by. And after a while, Keiran's mind started wandering.

 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

Everyone had walked for several klicks in their stolen armor. No-one had commented about there being stormtroopers walking around in fields. There'd been no-one around to comment.
 

And then, they'd heard a speeder.
 

The speeder drew to a halt. It was a flatbed speeder. The guy driving it looked at the limping stormtrooper. "Need a ride?"
 

The squad had looked at each other as if to confirm they all thought the same thing, and Ben nodded.
 

"Hop in."
 

A short while down the road, they reached the city of Quizsce. The speeder was stopped momentarily while the guards checked the driver's papers. They didn't appear to feel the need to check the identity of the stormtroopers, and the speeder was under way again. It wound itself through Quizsce, and dropped them not too far from the safehouse. The stormtroopers nodded their thanks, and the driver left.
 

"So... where exactly are we going?" Keiran queried.
 

"Not too far from here." Came the reply from Ben.
 

So, they'd walked to the safehouse. They'd gotten a few funny looks when they arrived. Probably because of the stormtrooper armor.
 

 -Kieran Lyconius

Sirius moved quietly, they had left the rooftop and were patrolling the area now, mostly moving from rooftop to rooftop except when there were TIEs nearby.  Keiran caught the glint first, but the blast hit the rooftop before he could say anything.  Sirius and Keiran were both hiding behind a ledge.

"Whoa, where did that come from?" Sirius asked.

"Sniper, down the street, caught the glint but didn't have a chance for much else."

Sirius nodded, then pointed to the next roof top, they had to get over there.  Both men crawled.  Keiran went first, then Sirius.  As Sirius landed a shot lanced out and caught his left side of his chest.  The man fell prone on the roof top.  Keiran set up his rifle and waited, he couldn't help Sirius until the sniper was gone.  After 10 minutes, he saw the movement, and fired.  The other sniper fired, and each kept firing and moving in rapid succession, finally there was a yell.

Sirius opened his eyes slowly, he had heard the yell but didn't know whose it was, everything sounded different.  His chest was on fire.  He was not to happy at the moment.

Keiran reached down and picked up Sirius, slowly he made his way back to the safehouse, Sirius wasn't in a good condition, his breathing was labored.  It was then that Keiran figured out Sirius was not human, or not full blood human.  A full blood human would have been dead.  No doubts.  Who was this guy?  And how come he had survived a shot that would kill a man wearing full armor?

2nd Lt Michael "Blasts" Morone aka Sirius Clay

Julie stared out the window of her father's speeder as it made its way back to the farm after smuggling the small group of rebels into the city.  A small storm picked up as they were driving down towards their farm.  Jarod placed a large, rough hand on her daughter's shoulder and gave a light squeeze, "Julie?, are you feeling okay?"  He smiled as she turned and nodded but then turned back to staring out the window.  She was worried.  She didn't think it was such a great idea to smuggle rebels past an imperial checkpoint, but that wasn't all that was making her worried.

    She was worried about Jack, or rather "Blazer" from what his rebel friends called him.  He wasn't the first boy she had met, but something was different about Jack.  She felt, well different around him.  She had this warm cozy feeling inside of her since he had helped her up after getting hit by the door when she was trying to listen in on the rebel's conversation.  She didn't really know what to make of it then, but now it seemed to make sense.  She had a crush on the innocent medic.  She thought to herself Who couldn't like him.  He's tall and handsome and has those bright green eyes... Darnit Julie!, stop thinking about that, you'll just make yourself worry more about him!  She sighed to herself as her father finally pulled into the field behind their home.

    "Julie, can you lock up the rest of the house, I'mmmmmmmmmmm (trying to talk while yawning) beat from all this excitment."  Jarod said while stretching his body.

    "Sure Dad."

 

    Julie went into her room after locking up the house and sat on the edge of the bed.  She stared out towards the center of the city when she saw the flashes from the artillery peices stationed there.  She jumped when she heard the rumble from the first volley, worried the imperials found where the shuttle was hidden, but more volleys fired and nothing happend.  She slumped down onto her bed, curled up in a ball staring out the window.  She knew he was out there, somewhere, and missed him even though she hasn't had to chance to really even talk with him.  "Be careful Jack, please be careful." she whimpered to herself and then cried herself to sleep...

 

Julie Naimon

The One, The Only, The Farmer's Daughter.

 

 

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Your Local Hope Wing CO

"Lemme guess--a need to know basis."


Gules Audax's cool expression didn't change, but he inclined his head in obvious gratitude. "Master Aldair thanks you for your discretion, Commander Naduma."


*Does he, indeed?* Naduma favored her guest with a cool smile. "You realize, of course, that if it becomes generally know I'm loaning out my landing craft to Imperial agents for some hush-hush assignment in another star system, the High Cmmand might be...disturbed."


"They can refer all their questions to Master Aldair." 


"Of course. When you put it that way...I'd love to get Trosa in trouble."


Audax didn't smile. 


Stifling a frown, she finished typing the order that released the Sentinel-class ship *Thorongil* into the care of the AF Jedi Council and its agents. "Have a safe trip, Master Jedi."


Audax bowed and left.


 Keena picked up a stylus and started to fiddle with it, finally letting her frown come to the surface. Audax--one of the five Force sensitives that Grand Admiral Thrawn had sent to the AF as his own contribution to the new, international Knights of Dawn Order--seemed to defer to Trosa the way Keena's little finger might defer to her head. And his expression never seemed to change. All together, the effect was rather...un-Jedi.  More like Republic soldier of the early New Order. Or a Confederacy Battle Droid...


Keena had fought that kind of blindly devoted soldier. But she'd never been on the same side with one. She found herself wondering yet again if Trosa's scheme was really going to work--and even if it would, she wondered if it should...


Her comlink beeped. "Naduma."


"Keena, this is Captain Randir."


"Oh, hi Myth. How are things on the Valinor?"


"Rather dull, actually. The yard-dogs are all over her, working on the new refits. We're not going anywhere anytime soon. Which is why General Bel Iblis has giving me a temporary assignment. Um, I think I might need your help..."


"We'll take any excuse to get off planet. What's up?"


"The Wyvern wants me to go out and buy back the Rolling Stones from Talon Karrde. But I can't take the Val right now,  and my personal ship's in the shop as well."


"So you need a lift." There was obviously a new market opening up. Maybe she could do this instead of fighting the Empire. Tigress-Rent-A-Ship?  No, that didn’t' scan....


"Quite. Is that little Sentinel of yours avaiable?"


"Er..I just rented it out, actually. All we've got that's fit to travel is the *Pride.*"


"Hm. Not sure Karrde would like us brnging a Neb-B frigate into his base. Maybe we could work up a place to meet."


"Sounds like it." Now where would be a nice, quiet place to which Tigress' front organization could find and excuse to ferry Randir...and happen to run into some smugglers? Keena smiled as inspiration struck.  "Say...have you ever been to the *Errant Venture*?"


Randir sighed. "Always wanted to go, but I'm not that rich--or that good at sabacc."


"Neither am I, but I hear Terrik's holding a dejarik tournament next week."


Randir laughed. "Now there's a good cover. We'll go as ourselves." Few AFers knew that both Myth Randir and Keena Naduma were dejarik masters--Myth being a grandmaster--or that they'd actually played one another in the final round of the last All-Xenen Championship. "You looking to get revenge?" Myth asked.


"If the occasion arises...why not?"


"I'll get in touch with Karrde contact and set it up. You call Terrik's ship and se if there are some open slots. Randir out."


Keena twisted the cmlink and called her XO. "Sasha, when do you get off-duty?"


[1900,] Saysyasha replied. [And no, I dont have plans. Why?]


"I need a dejarik partner. 1930, my quarters?"


[It's a date.] 


"Excellent. Naduma out."

--Trosa

Walex examined Sen as she struggled with her own mind. His eyes, their usual neutral brown traced the contours of her face as the muscles tightened and relaxed slowly. He shook his head as if to scatter his thoughts and focus them, and then stood up slowly. She flinched slightly, but Walex didn't notice. His long steps quickly took him to one of the windows.

"Come here."

She didn't agree with the half-commanding tone of his voice, but she understood it was better to avoid picking fights about small things and rather focus on the big picture. She slowly got up and walked over to him, asserting as much authority with her stride. Her mind forbade her from stepping close to him, so she kept herself well out of his arm's reach.

"Tell me, what do you see in front of you?"

"What kind of a question is that?"

He sighed softly and said: "Look, just play along for now. You'll see what I'm getting at."

"Fine. I see a city."

"Yes indeed, a prosperous city, wouldn't you say?"

"I suppose so."

"Good. Now tell me, what separates THIS prosperous city from say... some stink-hole on Tatooine or Correllia?"

A quirk crossed her eyebrow, but she 'played along' as he asked her.

"Well, lots of things. Location, population, history..."

"Thus, it is undeniable that many factors influenced the development of this planet into a prosperous heaven, no?"

"Look, I don't need a 3rd grade lecture, ok? Yes, you are right."

Walex ignored her tone of voice and irritation and proceeded to the holodisplay in the middle of the room. He touched a few buttons. A planet started rotating mid-air.

"This is Koront." he tapped another button. The Koronar planet image was replaced with another one. "This is Lurezia. These planets are nearly identical in outlook to Ketaris. Not just in outlook, but also in population distribution, history... nearly everything." 

"So, what's so special about them?"

"They are shadows of Ketaris. Their economies are dependent on larger systems, interplanetary cooperation and Imperial protectorates. In short, they are failures, weaker brothers and sisters of the mighty self-sufficient Ketaris. What separates these planets from Ketaris is that they did not institute some of the same policies that Ketaris did, thus, they never developed into economic powerhouses."

"So? There are plenty planets in the galaxy that have developed properly."

"Yes, but that's not the point. Look around yourself. Look at the average lifespan of a citizen of Ketaris. Look at the ever-present peace here. This planet is as close to paradise as they come! This is what every planet in the galaxy should be like."

"But they never will be. What's the point of it then?"

"Ah, but they MIGHT." Walex said as he snapped his fingers. He tapped a few more buttons on his datapad and another image appeared. This time it was that of a computer code.

"This here is the prototype of the infamous virus that took out Ketaris. I will color-code the different sections so that you might grasp this better."

As he spoke, different parts of the code were highlighted. 

"This here is the introduction code. It orders the virus to examine the system it is located in, and to execute the main part of the virus, which is right here... There. The program randomizes a certain set of values, and then proceeds to multiply itself through the system. The code for that is here... and there..." 

When his little speech finished, all but one part of the code was not highlighted in different colors.

"What's that?"

Walex nodded slowly.

"That my dear is why I am here." he tapped the part of the code and highlighted a virtual address embedded in it.

"This code takes the value that the virus infects and sends it to the designated address."

"So in a way, you're making copies of what you destroy? What for?"

"What for my dear? Once the virus has infected every single system on Ketaris, I will be able to reconstruct an entire planetary network from the data that I copied."

"I still don't see the advantage of that."

"Don't you understand? This is Ketaris' secret. Any and all answers that anyone ever had to ask about why or how about Ketaris can be answered using this data. This my dear, is they key to a successful planetary economy. Do you understand how much this is worth? This is a blueprint, a guide, for almost ANY unsuccessful planet that can possibly send it on its way to economic prosperity. Koront and Lurezia could be JUST like Ketaris!"

"But how can you do that?"

"I won't be doing this myself, but there are people who CAN do it. This data can show a great deal of things. It's the same if you took the ENTIRE human genome. If you knew it completely, you could most likely reconstruct a human being using just atoms, no?"

"I see what you're getting at... but... you are doing this for THRAWN!"

Walex quirked an eyebrow, then laughed lightly."Listen my dear. Thrawn is not a stupid man. He understands I'm a slicer. I put my own personal code above all. He knows that I don't work for him because I believe in his cause. I work for him because he gives me the opportunities that the Rebellion cannot."

"New Republic..."

"New Republic, Rebellion, it matters not to me. It's all the same in the end. I don't care about politics or power Sen. I am just really sick of people living in miserable conditions. I'm just here to change the galaxy one planet at a time."

"But... how can you NOT care about all the aliens that suffer under the Imperial rule?"

"Listen... I don't. Simply because I believe every man crafts his own destiny. The aliens are oppressed. Fine. Let them rebel. Rebel they did. Now you have the New Republic. Good! All's well that ends well. Just, leave me out of it. I don't care about alien rights. It bears the same importance to me as abortion rights!" 

"You're such an asshole."

"Think of me as such, I care not really. I'm here to make sure some kid doesn't end up digging through a trashcan when he's hungry because his governor can't operate the damned planet."

The comment halted Sen's next phrase.

"Listen. I don't care about the fight. I really don't. I'm not even out for your blood. I'm just here to stall the whole campaign till the data transfer is complete. Thrawn knows this. He knows he could depend on me to subdue the planet, but he knows he can't depend on me to hold it. Why do you think that Admiral Jaggers is around, eh?"

He sighed and sinked back into his chair.

"Now you understand why I'm here. Question still remains: Will you leave in a peaceful manner if I set you free?"

Wal

Sidro hesitated to speak, but now was the time to say something, "Sir, I see a couple problems here.  First we're coming into the city direct from an engagement zone with one set of credentials for five people.  We have zero vid equipment, and even if they believed that we had lost it all in the crash, how will we explain how we knew there was going to be a battle on Ketaris?"

"Anything else cadet?"

"One more thing sir.  At the Corsec academy we were taught to never assume our enemy was stupid, even if nine times out of ten they were.  Ketaris is in the middle of an invasion with insurgents and counter-insurgents running right and left.  The imperials would have to be beyond stupid if they let us pass into the city limits without detaining us for close examination, in which case our story won't be worth a bucket of Hutt drool.... sir."

Char looked down at his feet as he made his last statement.  In this type of situation he wasn't sure where the lines of consensus decision-making and insubordination were drawn, but he was sure that Izra's plan would lead them into a fight, and if that were the case he'd rather have a little more surprise and alot more distance to start off with...

-Char Sidro

Sironia. The homeworld Sen had grown to miss. Used to be self-reliant, independent. Numerous ruling families were the government. They still were, but with Imperial involvement. The ruling families were still in control, but with the Imperials lurking around the planet. Sen hated it, which was why she joined her father Rodney in rebelling. But that led to trouble. The Imperials hunted for her, and killed Jarryl during their hunt. It attracted the attention of the lead family: the Richardsons. They wanted her to pay, to live life in prison. But she escaped, left her home behind. There was nothing else she could do. Her grandfather, the head Richardson, made it clear she was meaningless. Her uncle Fred tried his best to bring reason and truth to the families, but he was only a small voice in a large crowd. Rodney stood in the shadows, watching. He felt there was nothing he could do to help his daughter. He struggled to maintain a clean record as it was. Her relatives frowned upon her. They thought Rodney was rogue enough, but in their eyes Sen was the ultimate rogue. They despised those who turned away from the families. They all wanted her to pay for her rogueness. 

Sen shook the thoughts away. 

“Thinking again?” Walex took a sip of his drink. 

She remembered where she was. He presented her with a choice. To walk out freely without stopping him, or to continue with her mission. “I understand you, but that doesn’t mean I agree. The Imperials destroyed my homeworld, my life, everything I used to have. Even killed the love of my life. But what you’re doing, isn’t right. Yes, people could take the easy way. Pick up a cheat-sheet of how to create a planet. What happened to pride, to doing things yourself? To finding your own way? Why should every planet be the same? Why should everything be copied? I value diversity. I value what is unique.” She paused and stared at him. “To answer your question, no, I will not leave peacefully. I have a job to do, a squadron to lead. If you are going to lock me up in prison, or just kill me, then so be it. At least I’m fighting for what I believe.” 

1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO
Renan and Stalker had been fortunate enough to have been able to evade most of the Imperial forces that had been directed their way. The swampy marsh they trudged through had slowed down and bogged in the AT-ATs and the speeder bikes were having difficult trouble traversing the terrain at such speeds. Camo netting and flashbangs were also very helpful to the two New Republic commandos. The terrain had just started to level out, and the outskirts of the city were nearing close. Renan froze as he noticed something, grabbed Stalker and retreated to some dense brush. He pointed over to an area, "See that?" the other commando stared for a moment and nodded, "Yeah, camo netting covering two speeder bikes, wonder where the driv-" Two troopers in scout armor walked into the clearing. One of the troopers glanced over at the other, and removed his helmet.

"what are you doing?"

"Taking a break...I've gotta pee.."

"..charming, use the tree over there.."

The two troopers walked over to a large tree at the edge of the clearing, turning their backs to the two blaster bolts that slammed into their necks, the two scout troopers slumped over immediately. Stalker ran over to the speeder bikes, removing the camo netting while Renan grabbed comlinks out of the 2 helmets and handed one to Stalker. Renan smirked and looked at Stalker, "these ought to make the journey to the safehouse much quicker..."

-Renan

"Lieutenant Richardson's in trouble."


Len grabbed his blaster. "What's the location?"


 He'd known it was lunacy to send Sen itno the streets of Ketairs alone.  But she'd inisted...and on the chaim of command, if not rank-wise, she had authority. So Len had ordered two of the more inconspicuous members of C-TeaM to watch her.


"Near 5th and Valorum--er, Palpatine. Sorry, sir."


"We'll change it back soon enough. Get the Shuttle 3 crew up. They didnt' want to go WITH her, so they're going AFTER her."


"Sir, Zykara, Garland, and Laurelin just came in."


"What's Laurelin doing here? Never mind, see if they'd like to go after Richadson. No--order them."


"Order Zykara, sir?"


"On my command. He has to be stressed. Talk fast enough and he might forget he outranks all of us. Let's go!"

--Tros

"...no."

Len Parakan looked incredulous.  "What do you mean, no?"

Darik "Deuce" Klivan shrugged.  "First.  She's not my commander.  Second, and most importantly, rescuing her is not a priority.  It was her decision to run off on her own, and it was a stupid decision.  Maybe half-cocked commanders are worth something to you, but I don't care about anyone who's a liability to me, which, frankly, that woman has been since this mission started."

Parakan just blinked.  Blazer looked from Deuce to Parakan, tensely.

Klivan unholstered his DL-44 and began polishing part of the barrel with his shirt.  "Now, if you want to MAKE it worth my while to go fetch the little girl playing soldier, I'm open to discussing business.  If you want to discuss anything OTHER than business, like, perhaps, trying to order me around again, we'll have to take this conversation outside.  Understand?"

-Sconn/Deuce

"Fine. Let's go outside."


Klivan stared. He hadn't exepcted Len to take his challenge.


Parakan gave the Lieutenant a predatory grin. On a Devish male, that expression carried weight. "I don't know what hornless Rebel training center gave you that little blaster, but I earned mine in the Devaronian Rebellion. The FAILED Devaronian Rebellion. The Empire had to blow up half the planet before they even slowed us down.”


Len pulled his own blaster and adjusted the setting. "On Devaron, we didn't have much time for the frozen merc leeches who wanted CREDITS to rescue their fellows in trouble. And we didn't trust them at our back. If you stay here, you stay stunned--which is a whole lot nicer than I’d've been back in the day. When the interrogators pull the location of this rathole out of whatever's left of Sen's psyche, maybe we'll throw the your carcass to the stormies and hope they're satisfied. If the human-hating APZ 'police' don't get you first.”


Len nodded at his Lieutenant, who pulled his own blaster. "You've ten seconds to make your decision."

--Len Parakan



    While the 'Juggernaught' took a fairly direct course towards the 'Dashan's estimated position, Alec led the rest of his fleet through a series of microjumps that would put them within range for one last microjump on top of the Aurora Force fleet.  All they needed was the proper response from the AF fleet- and Alec was fairly certain he could count on it.  There were contingencies if he had guessed wrong- if the 'Freedom's Call' was not present- but he figured the odds of having to use them were at least ten-to-one against. 

    Captain Luc Kandor was worried- an unusal state for him.  He had often faced down long, hard odds and come out of top.  His gift for innovative tactics had allowed him to time and again use his ship to tip the balance of battle in his favor.  Now, however, he found himself not only concerned about his ability to fight anything that came his way, but with having to guard the beaten Aurora Force flagship.  With the 'Dashan' so heavily wounded- and bereft of her normal fighter compliment- Luc was in command of, arguably, the most powerful ship in the region- and it was only a damn Interdictor!  Extremely effective in its normal role, but woefully undergunned for any kind of ship-of-the-line combat. 


     "Captain," a sensor technician called out, "Imperial vessel has just entered the area!  Dreadnaught class Heavy Cruiser." 


       Luc's stomach had flipped at the beginning of the quick summary, and had yet to loosen.  A Dreadnaught by itself had no chance of taking on the 'Call' and 'Dashan'- even as wounded as she was, the Imperial Star Destroyer mounted at least as much firepower as would be need to take the cruiser out.  The concern wasn't about the ship itself- it was about why the ship was there. 


       "A search vessel." he said, much more calmly than he felt.  The Dreadnaught would have been sent out- along with the rest of the fleet- to search along the 'Dashan's vector, and now she would be calling back to that traitorous bastard Alec with the 'Dashan's exact coordinates- and the 'Dashan' was too wounded to escape. 


         "Activate jamming!" he ordered, "Gravity wells up, we can't let her escape to bring reinforcements.  Helm, bring us around, I want a broadsides pass across the Dreadnaught's bow.  Keep us between her and the 'Dashan' until our shields drop below 50%.  We take care of this ship now or the 'Dashan' dies." 

          A few light-minutes away, Alec grinned as the constant signal from the 'Juggernaught' cut out.  The Aurora Force had initiated jamming, which meant they must have decided to destroy the 'Juggernaught' and prevent her from sending any message back to the fleet.  Good.  That meant they must have some way of holding the Dreadnaught long enough to finish the job.  That, in turn, meant the 'Freedom's Call' and her gravity wells. 


          "To all ships, make the jump." 

          As laser fire from both of the formerly Imperial vessels began eroding the currently Imperial Dreadnaught's shields, Luc's stomach finally began to loosen again.  The Imperial vessel had not had time to get off a signal to the rest of her fleet, and she stood no chance against the Aurora Force warships.    A slow grin had begun to form on his face when everything went to hell. 

         Yanked out of hyperspace by the Interdictor's grav well, Alec's fleet appeared within easy range of their targets.  Coming out blind, as all ships did, the fleet suffered the first barrage, but it was scattered and ineffectual.  The response from Alec's flagship 'Ancalagon' , the VSD 'Warseeker', and Strike Cruiser 'Thracian' was much more devastating. 


          "Initiate counter-jamming and send a message to Group Two.  They are to hold position until they recieve new orders or enemy reinforcements arrive, in which case they are to jump to our aide imediately."  As the communications chief hurried to obey, Alec turned his attention back to the sysematic destruction of his opponents. 

Jag

Blazer sighed and gave a quick glance toward Neesh who was just shaking his head.  He made his way to the door and stopped in his tracks when he saw Deuce with his Blaster drawn, and the two safe house agents with their blasters drawn on him.  "Uh, guys, maybe I missed something but aren't we all on the same..." The three people with blasters all gave Blazer the 'Stay out of this' look, "...side" Blazer mumbled to himself as he slinked back into the door way.

Jack “Blazer” Barnes


'Did you ever feel like you were about to die?' she'd asked him once. 

'Once or twice,' he'd responded. 

'There was that incident with the Anzatti at the Valis installation, and my first mission with the Krayt Commandos when a couple of Dark Troopers cornered me... of course, the duels with Verious.' 

'What was it like?' She was curious.  Up to that point, a few memories of her brother and the second duel with Darth Verious had been the only real combat experience she'd had that she could remember. 

Carlos DeLong thought for a moment. 

'It was like an iron hand grabbed my heart and stomach and tried its best to squeeze them together until they burst.  There was a moment of complete and unreasoning terror. 

'And then... I did what I had to do.  With the Dark Troopers, with Verious, the terror turned into determination, and not a little bit of anger.  The Anzatti....' 

She remembered that he had trailed off. 

'What happened?' 

'We were investigating the loss of the Valis installation, a small listening post of ours during the Rebellion.  A man named Jaq Pellman and I had taken a team to see what had happened.  When we got there...' 

His face had contorted, the horror sill in place. 

'When we got there... all ten of the crew were dead.  No wounds, no noticeable viruses... just dead.  As if their life had simply lost something vital and had snuffed itself out.' 

He had continued with the story.  The team had found one more life sign aside from their own:  that life sign belonged to an 800 year old Anzatti Luck-Vampire, who had consumed the luck of the crew, leading to their deaths.  The Anzatti had sabotaged their ship's ion drives, stranding the five-man team on the station for a week of terrified hunting. 

By the end of the week, only he and then-Lieutenant Colonel Jaq Pellman were left.  The Anzatti had, one by one, taken the Luck of the other three men. 

'He cornered us both in the station's power plant,' Carlos had recalled, 'he wasn't all that hungry anymore; he just wanted to have a little fun with us, like a teopari playing with its food.  We tried to fight back. 

'At the end of day, Jaq was lying unconscious across the room, and I was trapped beneath the remains of a fallen catwalk, and some other such debris.  My right femoral artery was also severed; our suits had been designed to help staunch such a wound, but I was injured badly enough that it the added pressure wouldn't make much difference.  I still have the scar from that wound. 

'The Anzatti was walking towards me, seemingly disappointed.  He said something about the scent of my Luck, and said he'd wished to save it for later consumption, when he was good and hungry and could enjoy it.  But, since he didn't want me to go to waste...' 

He'd watched in horror as the two tendrils unfurled from the cheek pockets, and the Anzatti advanced towards him, prepared to drain his Luck and his life from him. 

'I knew, no matter what, that I was going to die.  If the Anzatti didn't take my luck, then I would bleed to death.  The terror and fear gave way to a complete and utter helplessness.  I could do nothing, I could control nothing.  Sis, I hope you never have to feel that kind of despair.' 

She'd simply nodded, not really understanding. 

'The something happened.  Whether it was adrenaline or the Force, I don't know; I didn't see any light coming from the ring, but I wasn't exactly looking. 

'The terror, the feeling of utter helpless, suddenly gave way to, well, the best I can say is that it gave way to a feeling of euphoria.  I actually looked at the Anzatti and laughed in his face. 

'I didn't care that I was about to die; my only thought was that if I was going to die, then I was going to take him with me.  The Anzatti lunged, preparing to drive the tendrils up my nostrils and eat my Luck.  Instead, he impaled himself upon a pointed shaft, the broken remains of a handrail that I had managed to prop up, spear-fashioned, against part of the catwalk.' 

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

Rachel now knows what her brother had meant.  She'd been flying patrol around the 'Dashan' and 'Freedom's Call' when the Dreadnaught had arrived.  She'd been embroiled in that battle when Alec's stratagem was laid bare, and the shear malice of his treason was rendered evident.  At first, they had been a badly damaged ISDII and Interdictor taking on a fresh Dreadnaught. 

Now they fight a fresh Imperial-class Star Destroyer, a Victory-class Star Destroyer, and a Strike Cruiser, along with their normal complements of starfighters and bombers.  Rachel recalls her brother's tale of the Anzatti as she watches the Imperial vessels begin their bombardment of the 'Dashan' and 'Freedom's Call'.  She recalls the fact that Carlos DeLong had been rendered helpless as the Imperial vessels disgorge nearly eleven full squadrons of fighters and bombers.  For an instant, the terror grips her heart. 

Then her cockpit fills with a soft, blue light. 

She recalls the euphoric feeling he'd described; she now feels it herself.  Not a feeling of invincibility, just an acceptance of the fact that she won't live to see another day, and the determination that, if she has to die here and now, then her death will claim as many of the enemy as possible, and thus buy escape, and life, for the crews of the 'Dashan' and 'Freedom's Call'. 

The light begins to harden in intensity, yet lessen in spread.  It no longer fills the cockpit; but the light of the Force fills her.  Hope begins to fill her.  She can fight; she need not die today. 

"That’s a lot of ships," she hears from one of the 'Call' pilots. 

"That it is, Blue Six," Rachel replies, almost laughingly, "how many fighters do you have?" 

"Uh...," the pilot says, not entirely sure about the com signal, "we've got two functional X-wing squadrons, Shadow.  Blue and Green." 

"Think we can stop those fighters?" 

"Don't know, Shadow," another voice interjects, identified by comsignal as Blue Leader, "we are out-numbered about six to one... then again, that’s about normal Rebellion style odds." 

The enemy gets closer.  Rachel DeLong, again call-signed Shadow and in her black A-wing, and the two X-wing squadrons, accelerate to intercept. 

"Old hat for you then?" 

"Exactly," Blue leader, the 'Call's' CAG replies, "Blue and Green squadrons, divide up into shield pairs.  Odd-even; leads, target bombers as priority.  Wingmen, keep fighters off the leads.  Shadow... pick something.  Hang with me and Two if you want, just stay frosty.  Call Wing, lets hit it." 

A chorus of clicks and hoo-ahs sound across the comm channels as the enemy enters range of their missiles.  A salvo of the missiles of Green squadron and Shadow streak from their lines and impact the approaching Imperial formation.  Blue squadron saves its torpedoes for shots against the capital ships. 

In that instant of fire, nearly a full squadron's worth of Imperial fighters are destroyed. 

"Shield pairs, furball!  Break, break, break!" 

On the third break from Blue Lead, the twelve shield pairs shatter their formation and soar as eagles with outstretched talons upon the Imperial line from multiple directions, guns ablaze with verdant energy. 

Rachel takes her own attack vector, slicing into an area of the Imperials that is uncovered by a shield pair.  Two Interceptors explode in her first laser volley. 

"Shadow," Blue Lead calls, concerned, "what are doing?  You can't just fly into this formation alone.  Who do you think you are, Wedge Antilles?" 

'Who am I?' 

A TIE Bomber explodes, the secondary explosion from its torpedo magazine destroying a second one bomber and sending a third careening out of control, on an impact vector with the 'Ancalagon'. 

'Who am I?' 

"I'm Rachel DeLong, Blue Lead. 

"I am a Guardian." 

The Force is with me. 

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

She broke away from an exploding bomber that had been lining up for a torpedo run on the 'Dashan', and found herself looking at the Star Destroyer 'Ancalagan'.  To her right, Green four took a hit.  Dying, he rammed his fighter into another bomber, claiming his sixth. 

Rachel looked at the 'Ancalagan', and saw Imperial and Republic fighters alike disappearing from her scope. 

'Wait up, Jaggers.  They say that deepest level of hell is reserved for traitors and mutineers. 

'Soon, we'll show you what hell really is.' 


LCL Carlos DeLong/Rachel DeLong 
AFXO 
Harbinger 2

Izra’s lips half-curled into a snarl.  “If none of you have any better ideas – ones that don’t involve me leaving anyone behind and hopefully don’t involve us killing anyone else – keep your mouths shut.  It’ll work.  I’ll make it work.  I’m not leaving anyone behind, though, so you can completely forget about that.”
            There was a bit of silence before Indy coughed, groaning.  Izra stood up.  “Someone give her some water and see if you can get some food from my pack into her.  I’m going to take a look around the area.”  Before anyone could protest, he began walking away.  I’m overreacting.  I shouldn’t be biting their heads off like this.  But dammit, I’m not leaving anyone behind and this is the only way I see out of this mess.  By the stars.  He scrubbed his hands over his face, then unzipped his flightsuit.  I can’t worry about what they think about the plan.  I’m the one in charge here.  I have to remember that.  I’m in charge.  And it’s my job to get them out of this mess safely.  And if the only way I can do that is to make full use of this plan, well...then that’s what I have to do.
            He blew a breath out through his teeth, stripping his flightsuit down to his waist and tying it there.  I’m in control of this situation.  I’ve got to keep that in mind.  I’m the one that’s in charge.  It’s my call, ultimately.  I have to remember that.  With a sigh, Izra shivered, and kept walking.  He’d do a circle, then come back.  Just long enough to clear his head.

            Just long enough...

[OOC ~ There, kids, you’ve been left with semiconscious Indy an crazy Kaz.  Have fun.]

~ Maj. Izra Dargan

Keiran had just arrived back at the safehouse, half-carrying Sirius there. Just as he stepped in the door, he heard that Sen Richardson, his CO, was in trouble. He very nearly dumped Sirius unceremoniously on the floor after hearing that. "I don't know any of you people, but I'm going. I can't leave my CO in trouble." With that, he set Sirius down somewhere.
 

Sirius spoke up. "I want to go."

 

Keiran shook his head. "Sirius, you've just been shot, and you're telling me you want to help? I'm sorry, but that really isn't a good idea. You're staying here."

 

"You don't hold rank over me, you can't give me orders." Sirius replied.

 

"No, I can't normally. But you're injured, and I can make sure you don't go due to medical reasons at this point. And before you say anything about my injury, my injury is a lesser one than yours."

 

Keiran did a quick mental inventory of his weapons, and nodded. "I'm ready to go. Anyone who's not going, look after Sirius. Shot by a sniper blast. Not too difficult, I shouldn't think. Just needs cleaning and dressing, for the most part."

-Keiran Lyconius

Sirius woke up a couple of hours later.  It was good to be half Ryzk.  He was healing nicely, he remembered that Keiran had left, it would be a while yet before he could follow them.  The pain in his shoulder was almost gone.  It still didn't feel right, but he would have to figure that out later, since no anatomy book really covered him anyways.
 

Sirius looked about, his rifle was gone, left behind as far as he knew.  But there was a rack of e-11s and explosives near-by,  But, he knew he wouldn't be able to catch up with his freind.  No, he would stay here and tend wounded, and watch his own wound, it was all he could do for now...

 

2nd LT Michael "Blasts" Morone

The slicer shook his head as he got up and started pacing the room slowly.

"Sen, it's not about a cheat-sheet. You can never have a cheat sheet. It's impossible to clone a planet entirely. But there are valuable lessons to be learned here that can benefit other struggling planets. Millions of people, alien, and human alike could learn from Ketaris. They could turn their lives around for the better." he stopped for a second and faced her.

"And really, what IS pride? What is this pioneering spirit you speak of? I am sure the orphans on Tatooine that are struggling to find something to fill their stomachs with for the night are FILLED with this pioneering spirit you speak of. I am SURE that they would want to hear this pride speech. Give it up Sen. You know that this is the right thing 

to do, no matter how you turn it around. You might disagree with my methods, and that's fine, but this IS the right thing to do."

"That might be so, but this is NOT the way to do it Partija! Look around at the carnage and the destruction. In face of that, tell me... why are you helping the Imperials?"

"I am not! That's the whole point my dear. I don't care about politics. I don't care who's in the power and who's not. If you ask me, this whole struggle between the Rebellion and the Empire is just one huge misunderstanding further deepened by the very fact that BOTH sides flatly refuse to believe the TRUTH about the other side. There are crooks and alien bigots in the Alliance as MUCH as there are in the Galactic Empire."

"I disagree with that! The Empire is fueled by an intense hatred of all aliens!"

"Oh Sen, for heaven's sake, open your eyes and look around you. The ONLY person with any real genuine hatred of the aliens was the Emperor himself, and that's only because a great deal of the Jedi were alien. His purges were thus easier to conduct! After all, when have you killed an alien stormtrooper or shot down an Imperial craft piloted by an alien? Those are men out there that are dying to preserve the safety of all the aliens!"

"How can you say something like that?! You're not preserving their safety, you're preserving the slavery system!"

"Oh, as opposed to the glorious New Republic coming in and liberating all of them so that they might add precious new puppetheads to their precious little council? Wake up Sen. The more members you add to the New Republic that have equal voting rights as all the others, the more interests you have to cater to. The more interests you have to cater to, the less things get done, the more anarchy reigns, allowing for ANOTHER Palpatine to rise to power."

"You're wrong, you know that!"

"No, I know I'm not. The Empire stands for order and prosperity. Yes, some races are considered second-class, but if you look at the simple and pure fact that the humans do the bulk of all the dying to preserve the order in the Empire, then perhaps they SHOULD be given some credit for their efforts, don't you think?"

"You can't say that, you simply cannot. The situation is so much more complicated than that. You are taking ideas and complicated situations and mushing them all into one simple idea that a child could grasp. You KNOW it is not like that in the Empire."

"Sen, how would you know? Have you ever served in the Empire? Have you ever been to all the planets of the Galactic Empire? Have you ever been one of us?"

"No, but I damn well know what happened on my OWN planet!"

Walex stopped and shook his head.

"You are too stubborn. Listen to me carefully now. The door is right there. Tell the two stormtroopers that you are to be escorted down to the entrance and released. The password of the hour is Santalus. It shall be changed once you leave, so do not attempt to use it again, or you will be fired upon by my forces."

Sen stood up and stared at him...

"Why are you letting me go?"

"Oh because it doesn't matter. It doesn't matter whether we hold the planet or not. I have what I came here for. I am not the main obstacle to the AF conquering the planet. Admiral Jaggers is. He's the passionate one. Having you around here would accomplish nothing. Your teammates would die trying to penetrate this fortress, and needless blood would be spilled. Now Sen, what shall it be? Will you return to your team?"

Wal

Max Tallon closed his eyes, taking long and deep breath as he sat on the ground.  His entire body ached, sweat was dripping off his forehead into his eyes, and he had only been moving for like half an hour.

  Tallon rubbed the bump on the side of his head, cringing abit as sharp pains shot down his spine.  He wouldn't be able to get anywhere on his own and even Max knew that rescue and recovery wasn't exactly going to be a top priority, specially in his case.  He was getting tired, he was getting dizzy, and there was a stupid little plan scratching the back of his neck, trying to get put to use.  

  Sighing heavily and pulling out his personal comlink, already set the way he needed it, and raised it to his face.  He turned it on and stifled abit of laughter before he spoke.  "This is Rear Admiral Tyrell Borran, commander of the New Republic ground forces on Ketaris.  I'm requesting an audience with Walex Partija and as convenient as it is, I am sitting in the middle of the forest and I'm not going anywhere."  He flicked off the comlink before he could say anything else and shook his head in self-disbelief that he just actualy did that.  They might just come pick him up and hail him off to a prison, but in anycase, he would be out of the forest.  This is exactly why I'm a pilot and not a god damn soldier...

~Max "Wireless" Tallon~
The other other white meat

A body knifed smoothly between Parakan and Klivan.  A sharp voice snapped out in the silence that had fallen as barrels cleared leather.
 

"Mr. Parakan.  Put your weapon away now.  Mr. Klivan, the same order to you."  Neither man moved, but Lamin Zykara stood between them, having come in off the street with the rest of his team.  He didn't know where half of it was, but he, Garland, and Laurelin had made it in.

 

"Lieutenant Klivan is part of my squad, and my squad will follow my orders.  I will not send them out to rescue Richardsen.  She got lost on her own.  She is a squad commander, and evidently she is also a stupid squad commander."  Sighing, he raised his palms.  "I mean it.  Stand down, both of you."

 

Lamin Zykara

Redstar CO

The two rebels jumped on the speeders and headed towards town.

"It's like riding on Endor!" Stalker yelled.

"Shut up!  Don't you remember we're being chased?"

Renan reminded him.  Stalker quickly silenced himself as he remembered. 

"Oh yeah, that's why we're on these things.  I wonder how far we'll be able to go..." he thought as he followed Renan through the swampy grounds.

"Sir, we have two fast moving targets approaching quickly!" a young imperial officer reported to his senior.  

"They must have found a means of transportation.  Set an ambush two hundred meters from where they are. NOW!" the imperial commander roared.

-Stalker

"...and my squad will follow my orders."  Orders.  Darik "Deuce" Klivan stood stock still, blaster pistol still pointed at the Devaronian.  His eyes stayed focused on Parakan's but his thoughts were miles elsewhere.  "I mean it.  Both of you, stand down."  Lamin's words were going into his ears but it was like his brain couldn't make sense of them.

*************************************

"Follow orders out there, Klivan.", Lieutenant Sienn Sconn said to him with a clap on the shoulder.  

"Yeah, you got it, sir." Deuce replied.  *Jerk-off!*, Deuce thought with a grin as he pulled his flight helmet on and headed to his fighter.  *Wait.  Fighter?  Helmet? Sconn?* Deuce stiffened momentarily.  He was...where was he?  Thoughts swam in his head until he was interrupted by a slap on his helmet.  Instinctively he grabbed upwards and caught his assailiant's wrist, then turned to meet the man.  

"Tagged, Deuce." snickered a taller man dressed in his squadron's colors.  

"Back off, Darkstormer, or I'll show you whole new meanings to the word humiliation.", Deuce greeted his wingman with a chuckle.  

"Simple right?  Quick patrol, maybe a little inspection detail and a few fly-bys and we can come back and see how much we can piss off Kendrath tonight.", Colton Darkstormer replied.  "C'mon, let's go."

Deuce snapped awake again in the cockpit of a TIE Advanced vectoring behind his wingman on two Y-Wings.  It was the battle of Ottega...a year before Hoth?

"Y-Wings," Deuce muttered softly as he remembered, not quite loud enough for the others, still discussing their planning to hear.

*Y-Wings,* Deuce remembered.  They came from the cruiser.  Sure enough, as his gaze rotated past the wishbones, the serene shape of a Mon Calamari light cruiser came into view.  The cruiser...his wingman...Deuce's head began to get foggy.  Orders!  Follow Orders!  He fired two linked bursts into the nearest Rebel fighter and came up to cover Colton again.  

"Eight, stay in close!" Colton shot across the comm as he vectored in a new direction.  Towards the cruiser.  

"Seven, Eight, abort current flight path and return to mission profile.  4 new Rebel contacts at five klicks.", came the voice of Captain Dar en Kendrath, the squadron's leader.  Deuce continued following, all the while wondering why Colton insisted on getting closer to that light cruiser.  

"Tempest Seven, abort that flight path and rejoin two flight NOW."  

Deuce kept getting more and more confused.  The events were getting blurry in his memory now.  He saw Colton head towards the belly of the Mon Cal, he knew there was another contact on his sensor readout.  Recognized a third and fourth fighter enter the fray between his fighter and Colton's, who was now rapidly speeding towards the Rebel cruiser.  Tempest One and Two were apparently flying to force Colton to comply.  Deuce looked at his sensors again.  The Rebel fighters were inbound, straight at his three squadron mates.  

The comm squealed with the voice of Tempest Five. 

"Seven break down!", just as Tempest One opened fire...

************************************************

His eyes snapped open as a gasp started to come out.  Down the street, just past Parakan, a large dumpster overturned.  The barrel of Klivan's pistol wavered for a second and he blinked, steadying himself and fixing Parakan with a steely glare.  "I'll do it on the count of three."

-Sconn/Deuce

The sun was setting slow over Shay Memorial base as the Wyvern walked out along the roof of the admin building, just watching the clouds in the distance.  A beautiful sunset for another perfectly beautiful, perfectly uneventful day on Xenen.  In fact, he was so distracted by the hues of red and gold that it was almost a full minute before he realized he wasn't alone on the roof.

Some might have taken the massive shape, shadowed by the setting sun, to be just another piece of a derelict equipment, either left over from the invasion, or left behind by the fleet when they shipped out.  In some respects, they might be right, but in others, they couldn't be more wrong.  The Wyvern walked over and stood beside the armored bulk of the dark trooper as they both stared out at the horizon.

It was a long, long moment before either of them spoke, each of them

looking out at sunsets of their own, in different times, and different

places.  For Derik Bel Iblis, it was the last time these two stood side by side and watched a sunset.  That sunset had been tinged with the flames of burning cottages, and darkened by the billowing smoke of those who pillaged.  A dark day in more ways than one.  He could only guess what sunset his companion was seeing, but he hoped it was a nicer one.

When the Wyvern spoke, he spoke quietly, as if afraid of breaking the

solitude they shared.  

"Hello demon."

A slight whir of servomotors could have been a head tilt, or it could have been a nod.  He didn't look up to find out.  

"Hello warlord."

"It's been a long time, hasn't it?"

"That it has.  I hear congratulations are in order.  The fleet did well at Grassus."

The Wyvern just nodded.  

"I hear you had an interesting time here while I was away, too.  You finally got to face down Takashi?"

Again, another slight whir of servomotors.  

"That I did.  I was...worried about you.  You took off on your top-secret mission rather suddenly after...what happened."

Derik tensed, but he nodded.  

"I'm alright, I think.  What happened on Conceli IX was bad, certainly, but I think I've gotten past it.  For what it's worth, I wouldn't be here without your help."

"What are friends for?"

The Wyvern considered that for a moment, and he had to concede, he DID

think of the enteched Dark Trooper as a friend.  His reply was cut off by a bright flash in the darkened sky overhead, the bright silvery flash of a ship dropping out of hyperspace and catching the rays of the sun much too close to the planet to be natural.  

"There aren't any ships due back just yet..."

Alain looked up, using sensors and instruments far more precise than any

human eyes would be.  

"It's the Imladris."

Just then the door to the roof burst open, and Nylan Bridger burst out, out of breath from running all the way from his post at ops.  

"Commander Wood's just arrived, General.  She has a Priority-One message for you!"

 - MGN Derik Bel Iblis, the Wyvern

   AFSO / AFFC CO

   (With special guest appearances by Alain and Nylan)

Parakan cursed himself. *Let your pack istntincts take over again,* he grumbled to himself. *You're not the dominant male here. You're the CO, remember?*


Cold Group had been a very nasty band of fighters in the very nasty Devaronian Rebellion--intentionally organized in a pack to get the old, foerocious Devish instincts working. It had helped them take a chunk or two out of the Empire, but far too often they'd been taking chunks out of one another...


After he and Deuce had lowered their weapons together, and the fur on Len's back had settled down, Len looked at Zykara. "I apologize for letting my temper get out of control, General. In Tigress Squadron, one comes to expect a little less...belligerence form subordinates. And a little more feeling toward one's comrades."


He holstered his blaster. "If y'all can't be bothered to rescue one of your own, could I interest you in the defense of this safehouse while we're gone? For you mercies in Redstar, the payment is...it's what we call 'base salary' on this part of Ketaris: you get to stay alive.


"If I determine that it's unfeasible to rescue Richardson—knowing Walex, seems blasted likely--then the safehouse is to be considered compromised. We'll have to evac this place and find another hole to hide in. I'll be calling in with an update shortly. You guys can, of course, stick around here if you don't PREFER those orders. But I frankly can't see the profit in that..."


"Can't we just move to one of your back-up spots right now?" Zyakra

asked.


Parakan gave him a sick, manic smile...which was, under the circumstances, even more terrifying than the predatory one. "This IS the backup, Zykara.The last one."


Parakan and his team were out the door before Zykara could reply.

--Len Parakan

Ben woke up as the argument close to blows.  He shook his head to fight the fatigue from his mind.  *You've slept enough.* he thought to himself.  *Especially since its seems to be time to go play peace-keeper.* 

Gingerly, he got to his feet.  His leg screamed in pain, but Ben tried his best to ignore it.  He grabbed the make-shift cruch that they put together. 

By the time Ben made to the other room, C-Team had already left.  "What's going on?" Ben asked as he hobbled in.  His eyes widened in surprise.  "Lamin?  When the heck did you get here?" 

"Just now.  C-Team went to go look for Sen."  he said. 

Ben looked around the room.  *Blast, musta been really outta it.* he thought to himself.  *Sen left before we got here.* 

"And how exactly did this almost come to blows?" Ben asked. 

"We didn't think it was a good idea.  Sen knew better than to go off by herself.  If she's been captured, we'll never be able to break her out, and even if we do, the chances of us making back here undetected are insane, and Parakan said that this is the last safe house." 

Ben didn't even catch the last part.  His mind caught onto the part before that.  "Sith.  We can't leave here.  If we ditch this place, the rest of the teams won't have prayer.  They come expecting a safe house, and walking right into an Imp trap.  Shavvit." 

*You have got to be freakin' kidding me.* Ben thought to himself.  *Parakan should know this better than anyone.* 

"Should we go after them?" Keiran offered. 

Ben shook his head.  "No.  They know the city a lot better than we do, and we can't chance having anyone else get caught." 

"So what do we do?" Blazer asked. 

Ben was about to say 'Why is everyone asking me?'  Then it hit him. 

*You're a Wing XO.  That means you're ranking officer.* 

Ben surpressed a groan.  He hated being in charge.  Especially in no win situations. 

"We do what we can.  Blazer, patch us Clay.  Lamin, your group probably needs some rest.  Get some sleep.  Keiran, you, Alex, and Duece keep an eye on the street," Ben turned and glared at Duece " and no lip.  I AM ranking officer here, so shut up and live with it.  Everyone else pack up what gear we have.  Only what we can bug out under fire with.  Anyone know if they have a map or something?" 

"Why?" Blazer asked as he went over to Sirius. 

"Because I'm not going to leave the other teams out in the cold.  We have to find someway to warn them.  The only way I can think of doing that is if we take out whatever is jamming the comlinks.  That's all we can do right now.  Unless  someone else has any better ideas." 

Ben looked around the room, waiting for someone to answer. 

*I hope that someone else how knows what the heck they're doing shows up before I blow everything.*  Ben thought to himself.  *The best I can do now is to keep us from tearing each other apart.* 

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun 
Avalanche CO 
Backlash Wing XO

Char watched as Izra stormed off into the woods, "He says he has a crazy plan and then flips out when we point out how crazy it is?  What the hell is going on here?"   Either 'Kid' didn't hear Char, or chose not to respond, the Makurth just watched silently as the Major began to dissapear from sight.

Exasperated, Char retrieved the canteen that Izra had tossed at his feet.  He turned to offer it to Admiral Falcion, but the man continued to rock back and forth, seemingly oblivous to the world around him.  He then knelt down by Indy and tried to get her to drink but wasn't sure if he should wake her up, "Vice Admiral Bridger.... it would be a good idea if you drank this, I, um, went through an awful lot of trouble just to get it.  Yep, killed some stormtroopers, fell off a cliff, got impaled by a rock.... anyway its the finest Ketaris has to offer, fresh from the hills of.... quadrant B-7."

He realized he was mostly talking to himself, and started to put the cap back on the water when Indy suddenly sat upright and reached for the water, "Hyram?  Hyram SalSidros, is that you?  I thought you'd be back with CorSec intelligence..."  After a couple of sips the Vice Admiral immediately fell back down to the stretcher and passed out again.

Char sat in silence, his heart racing a klick a minute.  Indy had just called him by his father's name.   *Which means she must have known him back on Correllia, which means she will figure out who I really am, and how old I really am.  Good thing she's mostly hallucinating right now, but if she finds out I'm not long for this squadron, or the New Republic Navy.*

The young cadet looked around, Kafec was keeping watch, looking for signs of Izra's return and Admiral Falcion had not gave any sign of having overheard what Indy said.  Char breathed a sigh of relief, *Now if Izra will just get back we can get going, one way or the other.*

-Char Sidro



Sen looked from Walex to the door, and back at him. He had given her a choice, and now was the time to decide. She wanted to leave, but felt she had to say one last thing. But what? Her mind only came up with something along the lines of when both of them would be in hell, she would have the satisfaction of seeing him there too. She shook that thought aside as a new one came. This one she wanted to speak of. 

“No one is right. Not you, not me, not the Empire, not the Republic, and not my government before the Empire turned it upside down. I’m in the Republic for revenge, for Jarryl, no matter how he felt about me. I’m not in it to change the galaxy. Just the personal satisfaction of seeing my enemies suffer. But then again, there is no wrong. Everything is a matter of opinion. It’s what feeds conflict. It’s what makes life go round. Opinions make people believe that they all are right. To me, and including me, there is no right or wrong. I hate the Empire, but I like the Republic and my old government. I’m not saying they are completely right. I am saying I can associate more with them than the Empire. We could argue all day over who’s right or wrong, but we’d get nowhere. Time’s ticking, I have to go. Neither of us are right.” With that, Sen left. 

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

Sen was free again. Back to wandering the streets again. This time she was upset at herself. She had realized her mistake. Although it was not in her mission parameters, she could had a chance to kill or capture Walex. But she also knew how risky it was to attempt it. Her experience in combat compared to his was probably an extreme difference. And he had his bodyguards in the next room. Besides, it was not her assignment to get him. It was Redstar’s, not hers. 

In another alley, she leaned against the wall. She did not know what to do. By now the safehouse maybe knew she was missing. What was she going to do, return and say she saw Walex? Maybe they might think she had aligned herself with him, for the reason she was walking free, in an effort to trap the rest of the AFers? These thoughts hurt her. She would never betray the AF. After what happened to Jarryl, she could not betray anyone again. 

Jarryl. The pain she felt was slowly fading. She had new concerns. Could she ever love again even if she found someone? Would she be able to find someone and have a lasting relationship? She did not know. But that was something she would have to think of later, after the mission. 

Her concern now was of the mission. She needed to get back to the safe house. 



1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO

Deuce merely glanced at Ben as he gave his order.  "What is it with you Rebels?  Do you get off on mentioning your ranks?  Does telling people you're a superior officer give you your jollies?"  Deuce shrugged.  "I've been around.  Just because you can give the order doesn't mean it's worth following.  Just because you've got the position...well, it doesn't mean that YOU'RE worth following either."  He reached down to his bag and grabbed his bottle of whiskey before turning to Keiran and Alex.  "C'mon kids.  Time for a mission with Uncle Deuce."  With that, he was out the door, leaving Lamin shaking his head and the rookies blinking in his wake.

-Sconn/Deuce

Ben's a better man than I. I wouldn't allow that kind of crap in my squad. Then again, there's not exactly a brig here. Alex grabbed his blaster and followed, slamming the door a second time. "Shut up, why don't you?" He said to the retreating figure.

There was silence as he turned. "What?"

"I said shut up! We're all here to do a job, and you are making it all the harder, so why don't you quit your foul whining before I rip out your spinal cord and beat you to death with the anterior end? You're a snob, you're rude, and you're not my damn uncle. If anything, I bet I could teach you a thing or two about the way things work."

"Just like the others, then. Think you're really something, don't you?"

"Ben gave us a job to do, and there are lives depending upon us doing it right. Or doesn't that mean anything to you, you heartless bastard?" Deuce went for a swig of the alcohol. 

"Don't do that, it's bad for you. Plus it'll put you in a foul mood... if it's even possible to get worse than you are."

Deuce just shook his head. "All the same, all the same."

"Just watch the damn street."

 

-AlexG

Keiran inwardly grimaced, and stepped between Deuce and Alex. "Now wait a minute..." He looked at them both. "Deuce, I don't know what the kriff your problem is, or why you're even here, why don't you shut up, or get out? I didn't ask for you to come here, or come on this mission, and neither did Alex. If you're going to take out every little personal issue you have on me, Alex, and everyone else, you are really sadly mistaken. I couldn't care less who you are. You could be a Jedi or a Sith, and you still couldn't do this. You WILL take orders from those people. And I don't care that I'm a Cadet, I WILL give orders if you can't behave like a civilized human being, and I will expect them to be followed. I led a pretty good squad right up until a few months ago, and I do know how to lead."
 

Keiran looked over at Alex. "And frankly, I don't think he actually cares enough about Sen to want to rescue her. Because you're absolutely right, he is heartless."

 

Keiran then pushed past Deuce. "If you don't want to rescue Sen, don't come along. Go find yourself an Imperial to whore yourself out to. You're no better than they are."

 

Keiran didn't even wait for the other two, just kept walking. He hoped that'd work, and that Deuce would take the bait and follow after all, even if it was just because he was going to argue over what Keiran had said. That was the idea... it was phrased so that there would be an objection, because at the very least Deuce ended up wanting to come along.

 

Keiran knew Alex would follow, though. No question there. He hadn't had long to get to know the guy, but in a tough situation, you learn more about people in a shorter period of time.

-Keiran Lyconius

Klivan's gun was out of it's holster and leveled at Keiran's head before the other man got three steps away from him.  "Hold it, rookie.  You think you've got a good idea there, but I'll tell you what.  It's nobody's fault but her own that Richardson got captured.  She left on her own.  She compromised this mission.  And throwing yourself after her isn't going to rescue her, in fact, you're going to get me killed, him killed, and yourself killed as well.  The hornhead left to go get your precious, but stupid, commanding officer.  You did get one thing right in that righteous little speech of yours though.  You're a CADET.  So sit down, shut up and don't make me shoot you, because I swear to the Sky Seraphs I will if you take another step.  Am I clear?" He pulled the DL-18 out of the shoulder holster and held it to cover Alex from any motion.  "Am I clear?"

-Sconn/Deuce

"Hey Trassk--maybe we don' hafta kill 'em. We just let 'em kill each o'er."


The leader of the Trando gang appeared to cosndier this. "Let's do it ourselves, just to make sure."


The New Rpeublic officers left off their quarrel to watch the new arrivals. Trassk saw the humans sizing up the situation in their soft heads. They were surrounded by seventeen large, well-armed, sharp-toothed natural cold-blooded killers.


They didn't look scared enough.


Trassk could fix that.


He grinned. "Don't be afraid of us, humies. Be afraid of THEM."


He jerked his had across the street, to the five upper story windows where snipers leaned out, blaster rifles trained on the humans.


"You're in the Alien Zone, you know that, right?" He stepped out of the circle to get a little closer to them. "You don't seem to know what that means. I'll tell you.


"Normally, humans get a real short lifespan around here. Maybe fifteen minutes. We've been tolerating y'all becuase of that humie-loving Devish skifter." Trask tapped his claw aganst the barrel of his blaster.  "He promised you'd save us from the Imps. But the Imps are stll here, and he's not. And now you're the ones who are gonna need saving."


He raised his blaster--and paused. "But you know--since you've been such entertaining guests, I'll let you decide. Would you rather die claw-to-claw, or by blaster? 


"You've ten seconds to make up your mind."

--Trassk the Trando Punk

Lamin frowned as he got a sick feeling in his stomach.  

*Deuce, Keiran, Alex...*

He growled suddenly.  "Tannik, bring that grenade launcher with you.  Elsbeth, stay here."  Lamin stepped out into the alley, leaving an annoyed Ben being tended by Blazer and an unconcious Clay.  Elsbeth stared after him as he shouldered the door open, stepping out, Tannik on his back, his grenade launcher carefully tucked under his long jacket.  Stepping forward, he saw the deadly declaration of Trask, and saw Darik start to tense and get ready to go for his guns.  

He smiled and called aloud, "Claw to claw."

The three Aurora Force members in the alley whirled to see Lamin, Tannik behind him and to his right, smiling easily.  

"That's right, lizard-man.  Claw to claw."  Darik, Keiran, and Alex slowly and easily shuffled back towards Lamin, and Lamin gestured them behind him.  He stepped into the middle of the group of Trandoshans and took off his jacket.  

"How about a deal, Trandoshan?"  He held his jacket out and Darik came over and grabbed it, leaning in to whisper "This is crazy, you idiot!"  Lamin nodded.  "Trust me!  Will you watch those kids?  Too idealistic for this kind of work."  Darik looked at his CO, a man he barely knew or cared for, and nodded despite it.  "Sure."

"Okay, Trando...here's my offer.  If I win, claw to claw, we go free.  If you win, claw to claw, we die."  Trassk looked at him and hissed with laughter. 

"You are bold for a human, I will give you that.  This interests me.  By the claw."  He lifted his claws and smiled in expectation.  Lamin smiled as well, rose his fists, and summoned the Force to him.  The Trandoshan was big, tough, and far stronger then Lamin.  

Trassk waded in and swung his claws at Lamin, who slipped to the side and charged the heavy Trandoshan.  Wrapping his arms around the beast, he launched himself forward, using the Force to give himself extra propulsion.  The two slammed into the edge of the ring of Trandoshans, who threw them back into the middle.  Lamin rolled free of the beast and squared up with him again.  Trassk hissed with anger and slashed at his head.  Lamin couldn't duck out of the way in time, so he raised both forearms to the left and blocked it, staggering under the blow.

Keiran and Alex cheered for him.  Darik, however, slipped quietly back towards the shadows, and Lamin considered for a moment (neatly sidestepping a overhead slash), that he should have let the former Imperial do this.  First-degree Myonjia karate black belt as he was, he still thought Darik might be able to teach him a few things.  Still, the choice had been made.  Lamin stepped right lightly and, cursing lightly, popped the Trandoshan in the head with his foot, twice.  He danced back as the Trandoshan dove forward, and leapt, using the Force to aid his leap.

As he rose, the Trandoshan passed under him, and Lamin used that chance to drop another kick on the back of his head.  Trassk roared and turned, bleeding lightly from his face.  The crowd hissed angrily.  What was this human doing?  Trassk came at him again, and slapped a claw down before Lamin could block, ripping a gash in his hip.  Shunting the pain away though the Force, Lamin spun with the blow, slamming a closed fist into the side of the Trandoshan's knee.  Trassk growled, but laced his claws and slammed both hands on Lamin's back.  With a grunt, the officer collapsed, gasping.  Pushing on his left hand, he used the Force to throw his body into the edge of the makeshift ring, bouncing off the other Trandoshans.  He rose again, breath coming heavily and with a slight twinge.  He figured one of his ribs might be cracked.  As the Trando came at him one more time, he leapt lightly to the side and kicked him, right in the chest.  Trassk was lifted up by the power of the kick, aided by the Force, and landed heavily, streaming blood from the nose.  A growl, and he rose again, but stopped to speak.

"I tire of this."  He rose his fists, and sliced them down, obviously signaling something.  Lamin caught danger from the snipers as a breeze in the Force, and he leapt again to the side, a bolt passing by him to burn the chest of one of Trassk's compatriots.  Seizing the opportunity, as the Trandoshan fell, Lamin extended a hand behind him and called the Force.  A silver cylinder shot from one of his pockets and landed in his hands.  Continuing to move smoothly and easily, Lamin stepped forward, light the amethyst blade of his lightsaber, and took Trassk apart at the knees.  

A stunned silence followed for a moment as Trassk slid forward, screaming in pain, in which he heard blasters clearing holsters behind him.  He brought his saber to right guard, hoping and praying that there wouldn't be a report going into the Imperial headquarters about a lightsaber-wielding human in the APZ.  He somehow doubted it.  

"Klivan...the snipers!  GO!"

Darik's hands moved quickly, and then bolts were flying from his weapons, as the snipers opened as well.  The Aurora Force officers dove for cover as Lamin twirled his lit saber and sent the bolts back into the crowd of Trandoshans.  They scattered, startled, as Lamin retreated back. 

Cmdr. Lamin Zykara

Redstar CO

Sirius had been gathering bandages when he saw 5 figures leaning out of windows across from him, he didn't waste time, figures leaning out of windows with weapons in their hands near the safehouse?  Who would?  He had the E-11 in hand and fired out the window, his shots were quick in succession, and 3 of the trandoshans took shots in the face, he could hear fire coming from the street.
 

Sirius leapt through the window, hit the ground and rolled, he fired off two shots and saw a trandoshan go down holding his stomach.  Another trandoshan nearby took a shot to the side of his head, he could see Keiran already turning to fire 'what is he still doing here?'.  Sirius turned and saw a particularly large trandoshan looming over him, he was still sore from his blaster wound and had bruised himself up pretty good jumping out the window...he hoped someone else could handle the rest.

He pulled his vibroknife and attacked the Trandoshan in front of him....

 

 

2nd LT Michael Blasts Morone aka Sirius Clay

"Klivan...the snipers!  Go!"  Suddenly, it was like a fire had been lit under Deuce Klivan. He grinned and charged into the fray without a second thought.  He smoothly drew both of his blaster pistols and began zig-zagging down the street, firing two identical shots into each of the five windows from which sniper fire was coming.  The same scene played out

in each window with precision speed and accuracy.  Klivan's first shot, coming from the DL-18 in his right hand knocked the sniper's rifle out of his hand.  His second, blazing out of the DL-44 in his left hand left neat holes in each sniper's head.  

"Ten shots, Five snipers, 100% accuracy. We're clear, Spoonbender!" Klivan yelped, the grin still not leaving his face.  As did a double take to note that his new CO was wielding a lightsaber, he had little time to contemplate his prejudiced hatred for Jedi as an incoming Trandoshan fist knocked him to his back and sent both of his pistols spinning into the street.  

"Oh, you are really gonna wish you hadn't done that, Scales.", Klivan muttered ferally as he snorted a torrent of blood out of his nose. Broken, again, he figured.  Well, at least he wasn't drunk this time, Klivan thought reflectively. Sneering contemptuously, he stood chest to chest with the lizard, shoved him hard and took two steps back.  

"Alright buddy, you wanna dance?  Let's dance. Hit me with your best shot."  The Trandoshan swung hard, but Deuce had already ducked and was soon standing upright.  "Swing and a miss!  Try for number two?" Deuce said, now weaving back and forth mockingly.  The Trandoshan roared and swiped at Deuce, who stepped back quickly.  "Alright buddy, you get one more for free.  Choose your shot wisely." Deuce grinned and reached into his righthand jacket pocket, silently clutching the vibroblade he kept there. The Trandoshan reared back and readied a mighty punch, a punch that, had it landed, probably would have broken Deuce's fragile human neck.  Unfortunately, for the Trandoshan, Klivan was once again gone before it landed.  The Trandoshan's momentum carried him forward and the followthrough of the punch left him at an awkward angle, bent over and stumbling towards Deuce, who took quick action.  He stabbed twice, hard, to the Trandoshan's lower back, and when the larger alien straighened up, Deuce pulled back and rammed the vibroblade into its throat with all of his strength.  As the Trandoshan's life gurgled away in front of him, Klivan spit into the alien's face and snarled, "If you don't know the rules, don't gamble at my table, stang-for-brains."  

He pulled out his vibroblade and retrieved his pistols deftly, then stood to survey the rest of the battle.  Lamin Zykara was directly in the middle of the street, a pile of Trandoshan heads on one side of him, and their corresponding bodies on the other.  His friend with the grenade launcher hadn't fired yet, but Klivan desperately wanted him to go insane and start raining collateral damage down.  Blazer appeared to be tending to Neesh, who was frantically trying to wave him off in order to get back into the fight.  Even the cadet was acquitting himself well, firing defensively from behind a garbage can with surprising accuracy.  Deuce made a mental note to compliment the kid, until that laser fire started arcing in at him.  

"What the--!" Deuce yelled as he dove to the ground.  Two Trandoshans were approaching from behind him, but Keiran's fire fragged one before he could even react.  The other was about to experience a whole new world of pain as Deuce launched himself from the ground and headbutted the alien hard in the stomach.  Klivan grabbed the alien by the collar and rammed him against the wall of the building that the snipers had been housed in.  Even though the alien was pretty disoriented, Deuce was having a hard time keeping him against the wall.  The Trandoshan swung and clocked Deuce a good one on the side of his head.  

"Son of a---"  Klivan stood up and slammed his right hand into the Trandoshan's throat, now securing him against the wall while his left began hammering away at the Trandoshan's midsection.  When the alien began to hunch over to protect himself, it seemed as though Klivan took it as an insult.  Deuce grabbed the alien's collar again and started bashing the Trandoshan's head against the wall. 

Slam! 

"Think you're tough?"  

Slam! 

"Like to push humans around?" 

Slam!  

"Enjoy pushing me around?" 

Slam! 

"Well, enjoy this, nerfbreath!"  Deuce slammed the alien's head against the wall one last time, hard, and waited for him to bounce off of it.  As the alien regained his footing and leaned against the wall for balance, Deuce pulled the vibroblade from his pocket again and slashed hard across the alien's neck.  Slick Trandoshan blood began gushing out, covering both Deuce and the alien.  The Trandoshan's body fell against Deuce, who promptly dropped it to the street and kicked it hard before turning to the other AFers.  

Covered in alien blood, with a crazy glint in his eye, he roared, "OPEN SEASON ON

LIZARDS, LADIES AND GENTS!"

-Sconn/Deuce

'Do I get involved in this or not?'

Robert had been prepared to step in and bust heads when Deuce started waving guns and whiskey around, but then the Trandoshan gang showed up and ended the arguement in their own particular idiom.  Which, of course, involved trying to kill something.

It disgusted him, it really did.  First he sees people supposedly on the same team pulling weapons on each other.  That was bad enough, even if he did agree, partially, with Deuce and Lamin:  now was not the time for a rescue attempt.  Better to wait and find Sen during the course of regular operations.

And now...

Now two forces, who should be working together to kick the Empire off of the planet, are at each other's throats in the middle of the street.

'Damn you, Palpatine," Robert thought bitterly.  'Clever, wasn't it?  Your little anti-alien bit wasn't just in place because you disliked non-humans.  Oh no, you had to divide those who could have stood against you, and the easiest way to do that was to set one "group" as the persecuted and another as the persecutor, and you couldn't very well persecute your own species, could you?'

He screwed the cortosis caps onto the ends of his lightsaber.  The construction was sturdy enough for what he had planned.

'And now we get to clean up your messes.  Freakin' brilliant.'

He stepped out of the safe house with considerably less fanfare than Sirius, but with slighly the same effect.  

A Trandoshan stood in front of him, preparing to shoot... it looked like Deuce.

Despite almost considering letting the fool shoot the other fool, Robert went ahead and thwacked the Trandoshan on the head with his lightsaber hilt, knocking the alien out.

"So you want to fight us to, human?" one of the other roughs hissed, turning towards Robert.

Robert surprised the Trandoshan by replying in his own language.

"No, I don't," he growled, letting his right arm relax and lowering the hilt to his side.  "But I'll fight to defend those I serve with, especially when they're being forced to fight the very people they came to save."

The Trandoshan hissed a bitter laugh.  Robert looked on in pity.

“To save?  You are human; you don’t come to help us.  You are just like the others, the Imperials.”

“What makes you say that?” Robert replied, this time in basic, albeit hoarsely.  He could only speak for a short time in Trandoshan before his vocal chords started to revolt painfully.

“You are human,” the Trandoshan growled, rushing at him with claws brandished.  “You are all alike; you care nothing for the other species.”

Robert stepped back with his right foot, and then stepped forward with the same foot, pivoting at his hips and twisting his waist as he brought his saber hilt up and drove it into the Trandoshan’s neck.  The lizard man gasped and choked, his cut-short lunge dropping him onto the ground at Robert’s feet.  The Guardian knelt down.

“If you really believe that,” he said quietly, sadly, “then you and your friends are the exception to whom all the racist, foolish things said about your species wholly and aptly apply.”

Then he heard Deuce cry something that he had hoped he would never hear.

"OPEN SEASON ON LIZARDS, LADIES AND GENTS!"

“Damn it, man,” he muttered angrily, “These aren’t animals!  Even if they are trying to prove it in every way possible…”

He turned, wondering if he was going to have to whack Deuce next.  He hoped not.

LCL Carlos DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2

They stood there, silent and smirking in the head of the mechanical beast. Yes indeed, the rebels WERE dumb this time.

Of course, they didn't KNOW these people were Rebels. Even the lightsaber in the midst seemed to be a natural sight.

Captain Nemro shook his head and dialed up a frequency. His pilots were busy chatting.

"This is Nemro with the 31st Western patrol. We have ahh... what seems to be like a riot going on. Aliens and humans alike fighting. Command, orders?"

"Command here. Where in the west, Captain?"

"The APZ command."

Silence.

"Let them kill each other Captain, then detain all those who survive. Bring them to the closest police station and let the local police force deal with them as they see fit."

"Understood Command, Nemro out."

The captain tapped his pilot on the shoulder and the massive AT-AT took one lumbering step forward, its foot resting on the soft asphalt, the noise of the machine barely audible above the noise of the battle going on. Two AT-STs appeared at the sides of the larger machine, just as the transport kneeled and stormtroopers started pouring out of the hatches...

"Seems to be a lot of them, sir."

The captain nodded to his pilot.

"Yes indeed. We can't possibly detain all of them... even if only a third survives. Once they stop fighting and notice us, order the troops to open fire. Open fire from all machinery as well. After that, I'll write up a report and tell Command that the locals got feisty with us and we had to defend ourselves."

"Good... that saves us a lot of paperwork."

"Yes indeed. We'll be finishing that Ruk'la game tonight after all, won't we?"

The captain laughed.

Major Partija

 Blazer did finalizing on Ben's leg wound.  The noise of the battle with the Trandoshan gang raged outside, making it difficult to hear anything.  *Whoever patched up this leg didn't do to bad of a job, though the synthflesh thats burned onto the skin is gonna be a pain if he starts bleeding again, but not too bad otherwise Blazer thought to himself.  "Well Ben, your about as good as you'll ever be for the moment.  Enjoy the pain killers while they last."  Blazer pulled out a syringe and gave him a dose of pain killer.  Blazer then stored the syringe back in his med kit and took a peek outside the door.  Neesh was down on the ground in front of him so he decided to check to see if he was okay.  He was obviously fine enough with the fact that he was waving around madly telling Blazer to keep back.  So Blazer backed off.  Blasters, lightsabers, vibroblades, and fists flew everywhere.  The whole neighorhood reaked of burnt flesh and spilled blood.  Blazer weaved his way between fighting people, trying to keep out of the fight cause he forgot to pick any weapons on his way out, and a fist doesn't work well against a Trandoshan hide.  Suddenly, a Trandoshan spotted him, and made a mad dash, claws extended.  All Blazer could do was raise his med kit as a shield.  Luckily someone else took him out, as a couple blaster bolts flew a few milimeters from his head frying a few hairs on the way.  The Trandoshan lay dead at Blazer's feet.  He didn't feel like checking on who was the one who took out the Trandoshan.  
    He made his way back into the safe house and closed the door.  He moved over into the main room and cleared some space cause it was obvious to him the Safehouse was about to turn into a field hospital once this fight finished.  He dug out his medical gear and laid it out on a table in an organized manner.  He popped open a case with all the vials of liquid medicines and was about to load a few into the syringes when he saw all the liquid in each vial ripple.  Then they rippled again, and again, and again, and again... and each time they became ever so more violent.  Blazer looked back to see if anything was hitting the house in all the fighting to cause the bottles to shake, but there was nothing.  Plus, whatever was causing the vibrations was to patterend.  Each ripple coming at even intervals, slowly growing in intensity.  It was almost as if the vibrations were being caused by some sort of machine... "But what kind of machine causes the ground... to....... shake." Blazer muttered to himself as he started to go pale at a realization that filled him with dread and sent a shudder down his entire spine.  He ran out the door, pushing his way past the fight and peering down the road way.  Orginally, looking down the road you could see the fields and hills on the other side of the city, but now it was a towering gray wall with white figures scurying about.  Blazer almost fainted at the sight of the AT-AT flanked by two AT-ST's, but caught himself on a wall.  Of all the lousy sith, We're all gonna die Blazer thought to himself for a moment then turned and ran his way back into the safe house to gather up all his medical supplies in fear of everything getting blown to bits.

.

 

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Tech's eyes flashed open, not having even realized that he had fallen asleep. He still clutched the multiunit in his right hand as he lay there, his Force senses bristled of imminent danger. He took a moment to gather some Force energy to shove the dreary waking daze from his head, but in that moment, his senses flared violently and he heard something leap from behind him.

With a thud, followed by a loud explosion of ionizing ozone, the whole world flashed before Tech's eyes. He reached out quickly with the Force, leaping to his feet and instantly snapping up his lightsaber.

Something leapt at him from the haze on his left, and he brought his saber around quickly and efficiently, severing clean through the beast from shoulder to hip. How had he fallen asleep and let this happen?

He whirled as he sensed another attack, and saw the flash of jaws and teeth in front of his face before they were knocked clear of his line of vision. A blur of green fur shot past and he heard Kyrus' grunt as he grappled with the beast. He beat his fists into the creature's torso and Tech stood ready with his lightsaber as soon as he got an opening. The others around the campsite were already wide-awake and scrambling for their weapons.

Kyrus let loose a shout and snapped the beast's neck, the sickening crunch reverberated under the overhanging rock...then it was all silent...save the hum of Tech's ignited lightsaber.

With a hiss, the blade vanished and Tech clipped his saber back to his side. "What in the name of the Sith was that?"

Kyrus lugged the thing up to shoulder height and pointed its now dead face at the group. "I'm not sure...but it's ugly..."

=====

Tech took inventory of what supplies they had. They surely had enough ammo to do some damage among all that was around them, but would they be able to do enough damage for the teams inside the city to get their job done...were there still teams inside the city to even GET the job done. After their sound defeat in orbit, there was not much hope of this mission coming out the way they had planned...or coming out at all.

Gavin assisted with the inventory, and once they had finished, they rationed out supplies and had a quick meeting. A glance at the chronometer read 0400 hours, local time. The rain had ceased and all that was left was the wet puddles that lay around on the squishy earth out from under their craggy shelter.

Tech took in a deep sigh and glanced around the faces. "Well, I'm sure all of you have guessed that this mission has indeed changed quite a bit. We're completely cut off from the other teams, and have no way of knowing whether or not they are still pursuing their objectives. For all we know, we could be the only team still alive."

A moment passed as eyes glanced from side to side to the other members of the group before turning back to their group leader.

"Fortunately, all of us made it safely away from the crash site, and the rain will surely slow any pursuit. Of course, these beasts notwithstanding..." He nodded toward the two carcasses that were piled outside their habitat, able to be dimly seem by the light of their single glowstick they had illuminated.

"Sunrise will occur in approximately 1 hour and 25 minutes, local time. We have until then to get into some sort of position for a decisive strike against the Imperial forces here on the planet."

Anthony snorted. "You can't be serious...we're the only team alive and we're going to go on as if nothing has happened? Guerilla tactics aren't going to get this planet out of Imperial grasp. For all we know they have a fleet of Star Destroyers in orbit, the 'Dashan' is destroyed, and so is the rest of the fleet."

Tech shook his head. "I think I would've felt something through the Force if we had lost as many people as you are making it out to be...you would have as well, with your Jedi training."

Anthony considered this, then nodded. "But still...we just continue with our mission?"

Gavin nodded as Tech spoke. "We have orders from the New Republic to get this planet back. We have orders from our immediate superiors to engage with the Empire's forces outside the city. We are going to stay true to that objective."

The younger Jedi was silenced, and he nodded in agreement.

Tech took a deep breath and looked out into the gathering dawn. "Let's gear up and move."

=====

"Nice landing..."

Lieutenant Onida waved to the two stormtroopers at his side to search the wreckage...if it could even be called wreckage. Aside from a few destroyed heat panels – partially replaced - and a fried electrical system, the shuttle was still in surprisingly working order. Nestled between two tall trees, the shuttle being in that good shape was nothing short of remarkable. The ion batteries had followed the shuttle's path down to this point, and here it was...with little damage at all...

The stormtroopers entered the shuttle and began to search through the supplies.  Quite a feat indeed.

Onida signaled one of the junior officers that had come with him. "Send a message on our channels to Colonel Partija that we've located the shuttle, have found no deceased or survivors, and they are absolutely still in the jungle areas. Requesting reinforcements to continue the pursuit."

The officer saluted and turned to make his way to their com equipment.

Quite a landing indeed...

=====

Tech and Kyrus sat high in the treetops, beneath them the occasional speeder bike would zoom past in the growing light of dawn, no doubt on patrol after the landing team. Fortunately, the entire team was safely located in the trees immediately around the Imperial encampment and would not be suspected to be that close.

Tech put the macrobinoculars up to his face once more, using his other hand to steady himself in the gently swaying tree. He saw the footpad of an AT-AT and glanced upward to see its massive bulk. Stormtroopers were loading into the AT-AT as he looked on, obviously going out to further the search for the rebels...

'Well they have another thing coming...' Tech smirked. He turned his head away from the Imperial encampment and whistled down the tree. From fifty yards to his left, an answering whistle drifted back through the treetops. Message received...

Tech and Kyrus were going to drop down onto the top of the AT-AT, cut their way through its hull, and attempt to take it from the topside in. At the same time, the rest of the team would be moving to commandeer the speeder bikes conveniently parked at the edge of the clearing. The trick would be the motion sensing permitted that would no doubt be in place...

That's where the AT-AT came in. The Tarkaan figured that if they could start firing blasts into the base from their own AT-AT, they would not be paying terribly close attention to the motion sensor data. Sith, he may even just destroy the motion sensors in his barrage.

After all was said and done, they'd all mount speeders and head to their next target, rigging the AT-AT with Kyrus' explosives and leaving the garrison decimated.

It was only a matter of waiting for the AT-AT to start moving....

The familiar mechanical clank came to his ears from behind, alerting him to something coming up.  As he looked over his shoulder, he saw twin AT-ST units, with stormtroopers marching behind, moving up the narrow clearing toward the base...

Sith...that threw a hydrospanner in things...

Kyrus leaned up closer to Tech's ear. "Now what?"

Tech smiled. "Let's take the AT-STs...how accurate is your jumping?"

The Lepi gave him a look.

The Tarkaan turned back to the AT-STs that were now in plain sight coming around the corner. "I just hope the rest of the team can play it by ear..."

As the two All Terrain Scout Transports moved underneath Tech and Kyrus' position, they both leapt from the tree and onto their tops, Tech's lightsaber igniting and immediately cutting through the hatch locks. The stormtroopers below took a moment to realize what was going on...

-Colonel Tech Krill

Keiran gave Deuce a look of sheer horror, hearing him essentially call these Trandoshans animals.
 

There was an immediate response from Robert... "Damn it man, these aren't animals even if they are trying to prove it in every way possible..."

 

Keiran wanted to shoot Deuce. No question of it. He'd have done it, too. But he rather hoped one of the Trandoshans would kill Deuce instead. Despite the fact he was, to put it mildly, a little bit pissed off, he didn't want to go through all the red tape involved with shooting one of your own. Even if the poor sap did deserve it.

 

Keiran ducked down behind the traschcan he'd been using as cover, and changed the power pack in his pistol... and paused... he swore he could hear something under all the noise of the battle. Thud, chink. Thud, chink. Thud, chink. And it was getting closer... it was an alarmingly regular sound and one he knew quite well. Imperial walkers!
 

Keiran came out from behind cover, and fired a couple of shots, both of which hit. One Trandoshan took a blaster bolt to the muzzle, the other took a blaster bolt to the chest. "Guys, none of us have time for this... There are Imperial Walkers heading our way. Do NOT run to the safehouse, because it'll show where it is." Keiran looked at the Trandoshans too. "You don't want to stick around when the walkers get here, either. I know you don't like us, but it doesn't matter who you are, those walkers are bad news. They're common enemies, and it might be to everyone's advantage to work together to either take down the walkers, or get to somewhere safer."

Keiran Laconius

The remaining Trandos looked at each other. Imps--driving the big hardware--coming here?


The Tandos held put up their hands. "Halt!" One of them shouted.


The New Republicans came to a halt---all except the one named Klivan, who still wanted to fight. One of his people hit him with a light stunbolt. He lay on the ground, groaning. 


The two groups were now equal in size, but everyone was tired and the snipers were gone.


They had only one shot at beating the Imps.


One of them swallowed and spoke. "You guys say you want to fight the Imps? It's time to prove it. Trassk got an emergency signaler on his body that'll bring all the big Apez gangs here. We need 'em if we want to fight the big hardware.


"Look, we fight humies 'cause it's the only way to make sure you stay alive these days. We beat the stormies, we leave you alone--maybe even help you if we can."


The Trando looked at the New Reps, his eyes burning--burning not for them, but fro the Empire. "What say you?"

--The Trando Punks 

"There she is."


Len did a double take when he saw Sen andering in an alley "I thought you said she was captured..."


"Maybe they let her go."


Len snorted. "Does that sounds like Walex to you?"


"Well...yes."


"I guess you're right." Len would never understand how Partija operated, but this had his marks all over it. Ruthless and sentimental. "Get her and let's go."

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


It took them longer to get back to the house than to get to where they'd found Sen. Theywent by a circitrous route, on, above, and underground until they were certain that no sensor, on the ground or in the air, could have tracked them.


Just in time to see the situation develop.


"Oh...labria," Len swore as he stared down at the three guards. "That idiot Klivan."


A minute later, he appended his estimate. "That idiot Trassk...."


Actually, the idiot for the evening would be Len Parakan. He should have kept Sen from going off alone. He should have kept his temper when facing Klivan. He should have warned the humans not to go outside...


He should have refused to accept Aldair's mission. He should have shot Wallex Partija on one of the hundred times he'd met him in passing on Xenen. He should have been the most perfect Devish who ever lived.


But he wasn't.


Before he could figure out what to do, Walex beat him to the punch.


Walkers.


*That oughta fix this a a hurry.*


"So are we going down there?" Sen asked.


"Not yet. We'll belnd in with the flow of traffic about to be streaming this way. That is, if somebody accepts the gangs offer."


Sen grinned. "The Imps won't have a chance."


"Oh, they will. There are a lot of people in these police gangs, but they can't get all their ppeople--much less their hardware here in time.  They just can't. But if enough people survive this battle, it'll be more important strategicaly than tactically."


He checked the charge on his blaster. "If the AF gets an alliance with the gangs...they've shed a lot of blood to keep the imps out of the Apez.  The Imps steer clear of them these days, but Walex seems to think that taking down the AF is worth the risk. Now he's about to provoke something he doesn’t want. 


"If we win, the entire Apez will become our safe house..."


He turned back to watch what the AF would do.

--Tros

Lamin stepped away from another Trandoshan.  He had satisfied himself with mostly lopping off limbs, which he hoped would not permanently disable the creatures.  However, one or two of them had caught a saber across the neck, leaving them deposited in two dead lumps on the ground.  *Not the best way to make friends, Lamin.*  Still, he conceded reluctantly, he had done what he needed too. 

Backing off, he retreated to face the now-speaking Trandoshan, and extinguished his saber for the moment.  The ground rumbled again.  "Now's not the time!  If we start a revolution now, we'll be killed in seconds."  The Trandoshan snarled at him.  

"I'm not afraid to die, human!"  Lamin put his nose inches from the alien face. 

"I'm not afraid to die either, bud.  But I know when its worth it to die for something, and worth it to live for it too.  Listen...my team is here on a specific mission.  If the rest of these men stay and fight with you, will you give us safe passage?"  Ben hobbled to his side as the Trandoshan retreated to discuss, for just a moment.

"Lamin, have you lost your mind!  I won't let you take all the Redstars."  Lamin turned and clamped a hand on Ben's shoulder, letting the Force flow though it, calming both men.

"Ben...easy.  I'm not leaving you to die.  I'll take Laurelin, Garland, myself, and Blazer.  You can have Trosa and Kirghy if and when they arrive.  But the orders I received supercede any others you might have."  Ben stopped short, looking in Lamin's eyes, the years Lamin had spent as a spook coming back to haunt those involved.  "Ben, my team needs to go.  We need to.  Please."

The Trandoshan turned back to speak.  The ominous clanking of AT-STs grew closer.

Lamin Zykara

Kaz stood alone, overlooking the most alien landscape he had ever encountered.  As far as his eyes could see there was no sign of visible land, only an unending layer of silvery mist swirling on a light breeze.

Looking up revealed a pale moon hanging in the night sky, its light seeming to dance upon the dense, rolling fog below.  Kaz turned his gaze back to the fog before his feet, and was struck with wonder by what he saw. Where the moonlight struck the surface, ghostly images of people and events from long past briefly flickered into vivid life before being lost once more in the ever-changing patterns of the mists. Kaz stared intently at the nearest of the flashing images, fighting to make out the details of what they depicted.

...A lone Xwing screaming low over the waters of some forgotten planet, engines leaving a cloud of steam in their wake...

...the twin sunset of Tatooine, viewed from the roof of a seedy bar, surrounded by a group of grizzled soldiers who’s faces can no longer be remembered...

...a young woman breaking into laughter, her face strange yet somehow hauntingly familiar. Brilliantly blue eyes that almost seemed to sparkle...

Kaz knelt in the fog before the image of the woman, reaching out and brushing the face with his fingertips even as it disappeared back into the endless gray.

“He who does not overcome his past will be overcome by it instead.”

Kaz raised his eyes at the sound of the voice, startled to find a robed figure standing in the swirling mists before him. The figure stepped closer, face hidden within the folds of a dark hood.  It stopped a few feet away from Kaz, seeming to study him before speaking again.

“Your past seeks to overcome you now." The figure gestured towards the fog.

“Memories you wish to forget are kept here, sent adrift in the mists, but not lost completely. Am I right in assuming a few of the darker ones have found their way to the surface as of late?”

The figure again seemed to study Kaz, who could only nod, so struck was he by the words of the voice addressing him.  After a moment of silence, Kaz managed to ask the only question he could think of.

“Who…or what… are you?”

A quiet chuckle from the hood of the robe.

“I was wondering when you would ask that one.”

The figure reached his hands up to the fabric of the hood, pushing it slowly back to reveal the face of a young man with short dark hair, and piercing silver eyes that seemed to glow in the light of the moon.

Kaz stared in utter disbelief….into a face identical to his own.  As if reading his thoughts, his apparent twin gave another chuckle.

“I like to think I’m far better looking than you actually, but yes, I suppose you could say I’m reading your thoughts. I am part of you after all.“

“Part of me?”

“Yes, a representation if you will, of the past you’ve tried to forget for so long. I am what you were, and what you must soon become once more if you wish to live.”

The twin reached into the folds of his robe, removing a metal cylinder that seemed to emit the same eerie glow as his eyes.  He took a step forward, pressing the cylinder into Kaz’s hand before stepping away.

Kaz, who had by now overcome the initial wave of shock, looked down at the object in his hand, feelings of guilt and fear beginning to fill his very being.  His gaze fell to the ground, unable to meet the eyes of the man before him.

“This...isn’t who or what I am anymore.  The man who walked that path is dead, where he belongs.”

Kaz’s ghostly twin glared at him, the light in his eyes seeming to intensify, burning fiercely like the heart of a sun.

“You’ve run from your past for far too long now, and I’m afraid running isn’t going to work any longer. The strain of blocking the Force has grown into too much for your mind to bear. You’re slowly killing yourself, all in the name of some ridiculous promise to your family.  Well I have news for you, they’re long dead, and if you don’t snap out of it you’ll soon be joining them. Do you truly believe that’s what they would want?”

Kaz looked up from the object in his hands, staring at the figure before him with a rising fury. His hand moved over the surface of the cylinder, memory guiding him to the long forgotten switch. The vividly blue blade of a lightsaber suddenly hissed into life, pushing the circling curtains of mist away within a shower of sparks.  

Kaz quickly took a step forward, holding the tip of the lightsaber mere inches from the folds of his twin’s dark robe. He glared into his own unflinching eyes, speaking through teeth clenched in anger.

“Don’t you EVER speak of my family again.” 

The twin gazed down at the blade of the lightsaber, watching the tip burn through a small fold of fabric as he moved.  Unflinchingly, he looked back into Kaz’s eyes, seeming to search them for some sign before speaking.

“Good…I thought that might get your attention. Now are you ready to listen to me further? Or do I have to prove to you that this really is your only chance for survival?”

Kaz looked at the man in front of him, sudden realization coming even as his anger continued to rise.  He raised the lightsaber, moving into a position to strike before giving his reply.

“No, there’s another way isn’t there?  You said yourself that you represent a preserved part of my past.  If I kill you, all you’ve been preserving will die with you, won’t it? I’ll be free from all of this forever.”

The robed twin stared back at Kaz, a look of immense grief seeming to dim the light that had shined so brightly within his eyes only moments ago.

“Yes...if you strike me down, you will truly leave the path of the Jedi forever.  You will be free from your torment, but you will lose much more than you realize.  I’ve felt the faintest currents of the Force even as you’ve tried to repress it for all of these years.  I’ve sensed part of the reason as to why your abilities have been attempting to resurface over the past months. Kill me, and you will lose your only chance at finding the answer you seek.  Your choice is before you.”

The twin stared defiantly ahead, awaiting his impending doom.

Kaz thought at the words spoken…..at the sheer insanity of it all.  All these years, he’d had some rogue memory of his past hiding unbidden in his mind, preserving what he’d hoped to be rid of forever.  Now this phantom claimed the only way to save his life was to become that which had destroyed it in the first place?  

Yet what reason could possibly be compelling enough to force his mind to turn on itself?  Was it important enough to break his oath?  In the end Kaz knew there was really only one way to answer all of his questions.

“I really am a manipulative bastard, aren’t I.” Kaz said with a grim expression, lowering the azure blade of the lightsaber and stepping back.

“Yes, I’d say you really are.” Echoed his twin with an identical expression of his own.  “Now then, I believe it’s time you woke up. You've got an awful lot to remember.”

The twin raised a hand, waving even as his form began to dissolve back into the grey of the mists.  Kaz’s last sight of the man was a none too friendly grin, followed by words that seemed to drift from nowhere.

“By the way...this is likely to be extraordinarily painful, but not to worry, I won’t feel a thing.”

Kaz had but a moment to consider the meaning of the words before the entire world around him exploded in a flash of light.

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

Kaz awoke with a scream, the most excruciating pain he’d ever known seemingly trying to push his eyes from his skull. He looked wildly around, seeing nothing before his eyes but swimming flares of white.  He squeezed his eyes shut and took several deep breaths, trying for what seemed an eternity to calm himself when the pain vanished as abruptly as 

it had come.

Kaz carefully opened his eyes again, looking at his surroundings and finding himself to be sitting in a small forest clearing.  Gradually, all of the events of the past days began to catch up with his exhausted mind.  The shuttle crash, the brutal run through the wilderness, the Imperials and of course, his dream.

Kaz pushed himself painfully to his feet, the memory of the dream still seemingly burned into his mind. What had his ghost meant about remembering? What exactly was he supposed to do now?  Kaz sighed, kicking a loose rock off into the trees.

“Damn I need a drink.”

Kaz Falcion

Darik "Deuce" Klivan recovered fairly quickly for being hit with a stunbolt.  In fact, it seemed to have little to no lasting affect on him at all, other than knocking him down and out for a few short minutes.  He blinked up at Blazer who was kneeling over him, peeling up his eyelids to check his conciousness.  Reflexivly, Deuce's hand clenched the other man's throat.  

"Egh...easy...Klivan.", Blazer grunted, his hand gripping Deuce's wrist tightly.  Deuce's eyes focused and he let go.  

"Sorry.", he muttered awkwardly and rolled over.  "Which one hit me?", he grunted at Blazer as he started to pull himself up.  

"The cadet, Deuce."  

"No kidding?"  

"No kidding."  

"Huh." Deuce muttered as he stood on both feet.  

"Are you alright, Deuce?  You...well, you oughta still be knocked out.", Blazer said in a concerned tone, probably his medic's bedside manner more than anything else.  Deuce shrugged.  

"Dunno.  My nose is broken.  I think I cracked a rib.  Stun bolts don't hurt though."  Blazer just looked at the Corellian, not quite sure what to make of his answer.  "Excuse me.", Deuce said grimly.

"Ben, my team needs to go.  We need to.  Please."  Lamin Zykara was whining like an eight year old girl when Klivan walked up to him, barging into the conversation.  

"Hold that thought.  We gotta talk, Spoonbender." Grabbing Zykara by the collar, he hauled him off to an area away from the others.  

"First," he snarled, "This group is the most unprofessional team I've ever fought with.  No stipend from NRI is worth getting my ass blown off and dying with you jerkoffs.  Second, and I'm going to make this abundantly kriffing clear.  Next time I get shot at, someone dies.  Understand?  Third, if you want my help, keep your gung-ho regular army types away from me.  The Empire killed my best friend.  Just because I don't wear a uniform doesn't mean I'm without morals.  You'd do well to remember that.  I don't know how I ended up with your squad, and I don't care, but if you want me to complete this mission for you, tell me now.  If not, I've got better things to do."  

He fixed his eyes on the Jedi's for a brief period and stepped back, surveying the chaos about to unfold.  

"And it looks like you better make that decision quicklike."

-Sconn/Deuce

"Mr. Klivan."  Lamin fixed the man with a cold stare.  He respected Darik's abilities, and that combined with Jedi-like patience kept him from smacking the man across the face.  "For your information, when I ask a comrade to stay behind and die for me, I usually do so quietly, and with some sense of dread.  Whining is not the intention."  Klivan's face changed slightly.  

"No, I didn't read your mind.  Just your emotion.  And as for the team you ended up with, frankly, I agree with you.  Richardsen is stupid, and the newbies are, frankly, newbies, ready to rush off and die for something not worth dying for."  Lamin stepped back and sighed.  "But Ben, he's okay.  As for me..."  Lamin snorted.  "You make your own mind up, Deuce."  

"But I want you with me on this: you, me, Blazer and Tannik.  Tannik's ex-stormie captain, Blazer's a good medic, and you're a hell of a fighter.  I've read your NRI dossier, so I know it."  Lamin stepped aside of the man.  "I want you on this team."  Lamin looked at him, then stalked away, leaving Deuce to consider.  Ben stood next to Laurelin.  "Ben, take Laurelin.  I'll take Deuce, Tannik, and Blazer.  And I'm gone, now.  Good luck, my friend.  I'll do what I can to relieve the pressure on the way out."  Lamin gestured to the four of them, and they slipped away from the group.  Ben stared after them as they retreated from the group, and Lamin felt dirtier then ever for not having stood with the men.

But there was another, deeper mission for him to tackle first.  The clanking of the ground grew more and more ominous, and Lamin could only hope that the APZ gangs would ignore them.  Deuce took the point, Lamin stood  to his back right, Tannik to his back left, and Blazer in the rear, a diamond walking down a sidewalk.  Each did their best to avoid the glances of the other non-humans.  Lamin cursed himself for not taking Laurelin, a non-human, but this was going to get dirty, and she wasn't trained for it.

"Hopefully, our boys back there can hold off the Imperials while we regroup.  We need to establish new positions for safehouses, and then, we have to do the original job.  But I want to get the entire team together first.  Laurelin can hook up with Kirghy and Trosa, and we can reform the entire team.  Suggestions, people?"

The four trundled into the APZ...

Lamin Zykara

Redstar CO

The Imperial-class Star Destroyer ERRANT VENTURE was big, ugly, and seedy--just like her captain, it was said. Booster Terrik might be the first to agree, no one was likely to mention the comparison to him.


People who insulted his ship often didn't get to stay.


One of the advantages of the place, Randir supposed, was that affluent visitors were not just allowed, but EXPECTED, to bring along their private bodyguard troops, albeit unarmed. Even without weapons, Tigress Squadron's A-Team could have outdone most of them, but Keena has insisted they tone it down. 


"We're here to blend in, not take over," she'd said just before they loaded up the shuttle. Sashyasha growled that she could handle THAT job by herself if Keena liked, but she did reduce the team's profile. Only three enforcers accompanied Randir and Keena to the ship.


"Major Naduma; Commodore Randir. Welcome to the Errant Venture." Their official welcoming committee, a shining 9P0 droid which must have cost Booster one of his major weapons emplacements, appeared as they disembarked and offered to lead them to their quarters. The tournament kicked off tomorrow, in a casino on the glittering Diamond Level, but they'd be staying several decks below. The middle-class decks.


Randir glanced covertly around the EV's main hangar, wondering if any of these might be Karrde's people. With the script they had set, the contact had to be cool, trustworthy, discreet—


And good at dejarik. Definitely that.


Randir hoped whoever-it-was wouldn't have an off day tomorrow.

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


Randir's fifth game was against a man named Aves. His opponent made an unorthodox first move, a move rarely seen in professional dejarik. 


Randir, in return, made an equally unorthodox move.


Several moves later, they looked at one another and grinned. They’d just played out the opening to Higar vs. Rendar--it was a historic, if obscure, game from two and a half millennia ago.


"Captain Myth Randir, I presume?"


"That's me--though It's Commodore Randir as long as I'm on somebody else's shp. Pleased to to meet you, Aves."


"Of course, Commodore." They shook hands. "Karrde and Booster outdid themselves when they arranged this. And this is Commander Naduma?"


"Hmm?--oh, yes. Thaks for stopping by, Keena." Randir had given her the "come over here" signal after verifyng Aves' identity. "How's your tournament going?"


"All right. Watch out for the Ithorian, he cheats. Is this the guy?"


Another round of introductions. Keena pulled up a chair and pretended to watch the game. "Can we start actually playing now?" Aves asked. "It's been a long time since I got the chance to do this."


"If you can play while dealing, go ahead."


Aves made a move. "Unfortunately, there's not much to deal. The ship you want is the one that used to be called the Rolling Stones, right?" 


"Right." Randir captured a piece. "Jaggers sold it to pay for his defense in a court-martial that never happened. Now General Bel Iblis wants it back."


"Well, under other circumstances we'd love to help, but I'm afraid—wait a minute...did you say General Bel Iblis?"


"Yes...he's the commander of the AFFC. I thought you people knew that." *I thought everyone knew that...did I just give away classified info?*  Randir shot an alarmed look at Naduma, who shrugged.


Aves was incredulous. "GARM Bel Iblis commands the AFFC?" 


Randir snorted. "I wish. This is Derik Bel Iblis. His son, I believe.  The elder Bel Iblis died on Anchoron."


Aves grinned as he surveyed the board, but it clearly wasn't because of his position. "Hmmm. I wish I could charge you guys for this information, but it's common knowledge anyway. Garm Bel Iblis is alive--and he's brought his private army into New Republic service."


Naduma frowned. "Are you sure?"


"I met him in battle a month ago. On the same side, fortunately. I hear that Mon Mothma made him a General again. I wonder if the Wyvern knows this yet...your move, Commodore."


Randir stared, absently forking two of Aves' minor pieces while he processed the information. Garm Bel Iblis--the famous Imperial Senator...the genius behind the Corellian Treaty...he was still alive?


And he was fighting against Thrawn?


Maybe the New Republic did have a chance.


"But as to the matter at hand," Aves sighed, "I'm afraid we can't help you. We don't have the ship anymore."


"You mean you SOLD it?--Your move."


"Ah, of course.--We lost it. It was stolen by the Imperials two weeks ago." He pulled out a datacard. "For what it's worth, here's the title. Free, since we can't charge you for a ship we don't have. Terribly sorry, folks."


Naduma took the card. Randir knew that if it could be authenticated, it would also prove Aves' story. Hmm. Depnding on what the Imps did with the ship, it was probably too late to salvage any important data on the computers, but there were some homing protocols hard-wired into the comp that might allow them to track it down...


"What branch of the Empire was this?" Randir asked. "Shah'mat."


"Sithspawn. Good game, Commodore.--Blamed if I know. The officer in charge was a man named Patril. That's another free one. He didn't give the name--one of his pet stormies let it slip. And got slapped down for it, I might add."


*Right.* Illya Patril, of Imperial Intelligence--the former commander-in-chief of the Xenen People's Army, which had taken over the AF's home planet in a blitzkrieg coup several months ago. For awhile, Patril had styled himself Xenen's governor--until he'd disappeared after Redstar Squadron penetrated the capital.


Either he'd stolen the Stones, or the Empire wanted the AF to THINK he'd stolen the Stones. Either way, it meant they'd be going after him. The ship gave them a line on the agent who gave them a line on the ship. If the two would kindly stay together...

And if no one had yet found the homing program...


They could score *shah'mat* on a very dangerous opponent.


Aves stood. "That's my last game for this tournament. Commander, Commodore--may the Force be with you."

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

Elsewhere:


Illya Patril had never liked the Corellian Action series. Too big, and too lightly armed, as a rule. But this one was certainly much nicer than most.


The captain's chair was more than comfortable enough--even for Partil, who was used to the plush offices on Byss and in the Xenen Imperial Governor's mansion. And the decor--Mik Jaggers certainly had taste. The AFFC had had the money to outfit the Stones with state-of-the-art military-grade armament. Yes, it was much nicer than the typical

Action-series freighter.


All of that, however, was irrelevant. *If this ship gets me to Ketaris safely, that'll be all I want from it.


*All want is to destroy Walex Partija.*


He ordered his navigator to set a course.

--Captain Mitthos "Myth" Randir

LCM Keena Naduma

and Colonel lllya Patril

Kirghy had taken a slightly different route into the city.  Only slightly, as anything more would not have allowed him to cover Lamin's group as they made for the safehouse.  Where Trosa had gone off to, he didn't know.  What he did know was that now, his friends needed his help.  He had taken a lookout position on top of a five story building to get a better view of things.  Things could be better.  Lamin, as much as Kirghy hated to admit it, had probably just compromised himself with the lightsaber.  Then walkers had arrived, the AT-AT disembarking troopers while the AT-STs took up flanking positions around it.  They were all holding their fire for some reason.  He shrugged.  He'd take whatever breaks he could get, but now things were really going to get rough.  Kirghy had sat his equipment on the roof and backed away from the edge.  The AT-AT was close enough to the building to force one of the AT-STs to slip somewhat into an adjacent alleyway.  That left the command portion of the larger walker slightly over two meters from the edge of the building.  That would have been bad were it not for the fact that the top of it's head was a full half meter below that same building edge.  

   Kirghy ran as fast as he could towards the edge, leaping off of it at what he hoped was the right time.  Time slowed down as he glided through the air.  The distance between him and his target was, to him, slowly decreasing.  Then he began to descend.  As he did, he smiled.  Everything was perfect.  He would land right on top of the-  *WHUMP*  command center.  He landed flat, something that did hurt quite a bit, and then go to his knees as the walker began to rise again, having fully unloaded it's cargo.  Someone was heading toward the hatch.  Quickly he moved to take advantage of the situation.  Then, he pulled his blaster.

   The hatch opened, revealing who would turn out to be a very unlucky Imperial officer.  Looking around, the young officer finally spotted Kirghy.  "Hey!  What are-"

   The rest of the question was cut off by a blaster bolt to the throat.  As he fell back down the hatch, Kirghy caught it before it could close and dropped down into the head of the creature.  He quickly brought his blaster into the ready position as another officer approached and froze at the sight of a blaster being pointed at him.  Kirghy quickly caught the rank insignia and smiled.  "Ah, Captain.  It appears you should've learned to teach your officers to shoot first and ask questions later."  

   That drew a low growl from the Imperial.  He obviously understood that he really had no choice.  Or did he?  "You rebel types are all alike.  You think that I'm going to do what you want?  You are more naive than you are foolish."  

   "Oh really?  Well, Captain, the last time I checked I was the one holding the blaster at you, and make no mistake, I'm not afraid to use it on you.  I'd just much rather do things the easy way than the hard way, but I'm not above doing it the hard way.  Now go back in there and tell your people to fall back or die."  Kirghy smiled as he said that last little bit, as if to say 'I have you now, you pitiful excuse for an officer, and there's nothing you can do about it.'   The Captain, instead of complying, went for his blaster and got a bolt to the chest.  Idiot.  Kirghy entered the command center and looked around.  The controls were pretty much straight forward.  Movement, weapons, and other systems right at your fingertips.  Too bad Kern wasn't here.  He might actually enjoy this.  

   The pilot's chair was quite comfy once you got down to it.  Pressing a few buttons, the AT-AT slowly began to back up.  Since all the troopers had positioned themselves up front, nobody felt alarm by the action.  A few more steps, and he was in position.  Kirghy switched over to the weapons controls and lined up the AT-ST on the left in his sights.  Apparently, it was all an ambush for the beligerent parties below because the main chin cannon was already charged.  Oh how the mighty have fallen, he thought as he pressed the fire button...

 

 

 

Cmdr. Kirghy Lommax

Her short spurt of wakefulness had thrown her back in time in her mind, back to a time when she’d not had much to worry about.  Oh, back on Corellia she’d had concerns, worries, duty, but that time had been nothing compared to now.

            She looked at her father, at the quiet man with a ready smile, as they drove home one night from the precinct.  “You’ll always be there for me, right, Daddy?”

            He smiled wryly at her.  “Of course, sweetheart.  Where would I go?”

            Back then, all she’d had to worry about was herself, or her partner – usually her father, after most of his friends were gone – dead or retired.  Still...it had been a more carefree time for her, then, back on Corellia.  After all, she’d been somebody’s daughter, then, a brilliant young officer and later detective – her only real concern, back then, was to catch the bad guys and make them pay.  Her ignorance to the bigger picture had been bliss.

            “Dad!”  She’d arrived late to the bust, having been several buildings away, keeping an eye on the accounts of the spice-runners, making sure they’d not tried anything funny.  She’d instantly regretted it when she saw her father sitting in the back of an ambulance, getting his shoulder examined.  She rushed over immediately, pushing through the knots of other CorSec personnel toward him.  He smiled at her, gathering her into a hug with his good arm.

            “Just a scratch, sweetheart – nothing to worry about.  Your mother will laugh and she’ll tell me I should listen to my gut more often.”

            “What happened?”

            He just shook his head.  “Cutter got lucky is all.  We got him.”  He kissed her temple.  “Go home and tell your mother I’ll be home in a few hours.”

            She nodded.  “Okay, Dad.”

            And then she’d gotten older, and things had started to change.  Those changes had set her on the path to joining the New Republic after tragedy struck far too close to home.

            The entire precinct turned out for the burial – everyone that wasn’t already gone, anyway.  The last of the four friends and their wives were now dead, and she was the last child to remain on Corellia.  Where the others had gone, she had no idea – all she knew was that her childhood was ended, and everything she had known and loved was gone.

            She felt an arm around her shoulder.  She looked up and smiled weakly at Rostek.  “I’m okay.  Really.”

            He nodded.  “I’m sure you are.  Come on.  I’ll give you a ride home.”

            “Just a second.”  She cut a rose from one of the bushes nearby and carried it to the grave.  She crouched down, touching the headstone, and laid the rose at the base of it.  She wiped away her tears and stood up.  “All right, Rostek.  I’m ready.”

            Together, the retired CorSec officer and the CorSec detective went home.

            She wasn’t sure if she missed that life or not, or if she’d go back to a point in it if she could.  After all, all good things must come to an end.

<><><><><><><><><><>

            Izra came back about twenty minutes later, in a no more charitable or positive state of mind than he’d been in when he left.  He cast a look at his companions and was somewhat heartened to see Kaz had snapped out of whatever state he’d been in.

            “Admiral Falcion,” he said quietly, “will you please give me a hand with Admiral Bridger’s stretcher?  We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”  Izra then moved over to the stretcher, crouching down despite the protests in his legs.  He gently touched Indy’s uninjured shoulder, hoping to wake her.

            She’d already been awake, of course, hovering at the edge of waking and dreaming.  She opened her eyes, now, licking her lips to wet them.  Damn it all, why does it have to hurt so blasted much?  “What is it, Izra?”  Feels like I rubbed my throat with sandpaper.  Ugh.  Can’t even do anything about it, though...if I can’t control the bleeding...

            “I hate to ask you this,” Izra started quietly, “but I may need your help – with the Force – getting us into the city.  You can affect minds, right?”

            She started to laugh, but stopped herself as a stab of pain shot through her chest and abdomen.  Inwardly, she screamed, but outwardly, she smiled weakly.  “You don’t need to see our identification, right?”

            He continued to look down at her.  “Can you do it?”

            “Under ordinary circumstances, yeah.  It’ll be touch and go right now.”  How much of my reserves can I divert...

            He smiled tightly.  “But you’ll try?”

            “What kind of commander would I be if I didn’t?”  She exhaled a breath, trying to exhale pain with it.  It didn’t work.  “Wake me when we’re within half a klick.”  She waited to see his nod before she closed her eyes again.  She had no illusions regarding how badly she was hurt.  The tenuous connection she was maintaining with the Force was more than likely the only thing sustaining her life, now, in the face of the massive injuries she’d sustained – most of the worst of them were unseen, internal bleeding and terrible nerve damage, known only to her at that point.  She didn’t dare drop into a healing trance – she feared relinquishing control too much, fearing that if she stopped consciously connecting with the Force, guiding what meager healing abilities she could command through the pain, that she would not ever wake up from the trance.  She had faith in the Force, but not that much faith – it would be her downfall, she knew it.

            I’m not going to die on this rock, she thought stubbornly.  I’m not.

            She felt them lift her, heard Izra telling the others that they were just going to try to sneak into the city, and if that failed, they’d find another way of getting in.  He didn’t care how – he just didn’t want to kill any more people.

            I forgot about that.  His file said he didn’t like commando operations, mostly because you have to see the face of the man you’re about to kill.  I remember him telling me that once.  “I’m too afraid they’ll haunt my dreams,” he’d said.  I couldn’t tell him that they wouldn’t.  I don’t blame him, I guess.  I got used to seeing the face of my enemy before they died...but only because the faces of the people they’d hurt, the friends who’d died, the people I’d lost haunted my dreams long before I even considered killing my enemies.  I should be grateful for the visions that haunt me...they keep worse things from my mind.

            It’s nighttime on Xenen.  The moon should be gone.  I wonder, how many stars could you see from the foundations?  She’d begun building a house on Xenen, a huge, rambling structure in the wilds beyond the base.  It’d been on hold since Coruscant, though – on hold for far too long now.  Could I look up and see this star from there?  Will the light cast on this world today shine upon my grandchildren, looking up at the stars from Xenen?  Will they be able to see it?

            Will they ever see me?

            The small group headed out of the woods and toward the capital of Ketaris.

~ Indy

The two speeder bikes raced through the forest, making excellent time. They would be nearing the city sometime soon. Renan changed gears and gripped down for a little more speed. He glanced over where Stalker was, checking his position. But in between them shot a red blaster bolt flew between them, Renan glanced up, then over to see 12 stormtroopers and 2 E-web blasters spread in their direction. Renan swore, and cut to the port, as Stalker broke away to starboard. He watched as the group opened fire into the opening where the two commandos were, Renan pulled out a proton grenade, activated it, and chunked it towards the squad. He, switched gears on the bike, and accelerated, comming around where the unit had set up. A shockwave blew across him, making his controls buck slightly, but Renan kept it undercontrol, catching up to the second speeder bike ahead of him. Pulling up beside it, Renan looked over expecting to see Stalker, but instead the face mask of Scout Trooper armor. The trooper must have been as suprised cause he seemed to be startled at the apperence of Renan. Taking the extra second he had, Renan pulled out his personal DL-44, fired, and knocked the dead stormie to the ground his vehicle swerving out of control. Renan accelerated again, wondering where Stalker got to, the had to meet up, he knew where the safehouse is located...

Renan Darillia

Anthony cautiously scanned the clearing with his macrobinoculars. Returning the device to his belt, he signaled the remainder of the team to move forward. The team was charged with commandeering the speeder bikes from the imperial forces guarding them. The shrubbery provided the team with enough cover to stealthily edge towards the 
imperials. A visual scan on the part of the imperials would not locate the rebels, as them team was outfitted with the appropriate camouflage clothing, and combined with the dense underbrush, the team were perfectly placed to strike. 

A small troop of eight imperials meshed around the speeder bikes. Five scout troopers and three stormtroopers stood wearily about the bikes, their weapons held loosely in their hands. The rebel team was skilled enough to overpower the imperials, even with their numbers. A scout trooper shifted towards a tree, were he sat and removed his helmet. 

'Sithspit' Anthony cursed. The trooper who had moved had been shielding an E-Web heavy repeating blaster from Jedi's view. 'That will certainly complicate things,' Anthony thought. Turning to the rest of the team, he said, "Once I have taken out the E-Web, the rest of you can move in. Until then, cover me". Nervous nods from the rest of the team answered the Jedi, who prepared himself for the upcoming fight.

Using the force as a launching pad, Anthony jumped from the cover of the vegetation to the center of the clearing. The surprise of the Imperials was clearly evident, as they did not reach for their weapons right away. Pulling both DL-44 blasters from his holsters, Anthony let loose with a volley of ruby blaster fire.

The first salvo raked across the armor of one trooper, who was thrown back against one of the speeder bikes. He fell limply to the group, the E-11 blaster rifle falling from his loose grasp. Anthony scissor-kicked another trooper, propelling him into nearby tree. Returning both blasters to his belt, the Jedi activated his lightsaber. The deep blue of the blade sprang to life as Anthony jumped towards the E-Web heavy blaster. 

Flipping about in midair, he landed directly in front of the heavy weapon. Swinging his Jedi weapon up, he swiftly leapt back. The E-Web fell into two pieces; a smoking cut accommodating both fragments. A hail of blaster fire erupted from the undergrowth, cutting down the remaining troopers. The team advanced out the thicket now the E-Web was out of commission, their blasters at the ready.

A blaster bolt lancer past the Jedi. Turning around, Anthony eyed the trooper who had earlier removed him helmet reloading his weapon. Anthony threw his lightsaber in an arc, the blade knifing towards the trooper. The weapon caught the trooper's armor, which began to smoke. The imperial fell back, his weapon dropping from his hands.

Recalling his lightsaber with the force, Anthony surveyed the clearing. The imperials had been defeated, and the speeder bikes remained intact. Lifting his comlink from his belt, and punching in Tech's encryption, Anthony said into it, "Lead, this is six. Bikes are in possession. What are your orders?" Anthony awaited Tech's reply.  

Major Anthony Matthews

Ben wanted to stop Lamin, wanted to stop him so back it hurt to keep his jaw closed.  But, for whatever reason, Lamin had chosen to leave.  And Ben knew he wouldn't leave unless he had a real good reason. 

*Not that having an AT-AT and AT-STs bearing down on you would be considers a reason for leaving.* 

"Good luck, Lamin." Ben muttered under his breath. 

The transhodan looked shocked.  "You're just going to let them leave like this?" 

Ben looked at him, and offered a grim smile.  "Hey...at least this way four of my people survive.  You can get the other gangs here?" 

The transhodan nodded. 

"Then do it.  My people and I will hold off the Imps for as long as we can.  You and your people can get out of here and re-form with the other gangs if you want." 

The alien sneered.  "I will not run away from Imperials." 

Ben return a predatory smile.  "Glad to hear it.  Please call the other gangs." 

Ben watched the transhodan turn away, and look through the body of his gang leader.  Ben nodded and walked over to huddled AFers. 

*Well...at least Lamin took Duece.  'Cause I was ready to kill him.* 

"What do we do, Ben?" Keiran asked. 

Ben sighed.  "We hold them the best we can.  I'll give it to you guys straight:  This will more likely than not end badly for us.  We're not going into this to win.  All we're trying to do is hold the Imps to a single area until the trandos can get the other gangs here.  If anyone wants to bail, I'd understand." 

Ben looked around, and smiled as no one moved.  "Excellent.  Laurelin, Alex, and Keiran, you take what explosives we have and head to the rooftops.  Hit the imps as they walk past your position.  Probably won't damage the walkers, but it will give their crews and the stormies something to think about.  Everyone else, find what cover you can and dig in.  Fire at will." 


CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun 
Avalanche CO

Blazer trudged along down the small alleys and side streets with Lamin, Deuce, and Tannik.  His mind buzzed with thoughts to himself as they made a turn down yet another narrow alley.  The safe house was obviously compromised, but what if more people made it back to the safe house during the fire fight.  Or even worse, what if wounded people made it to the safehouse expecting a safe haven.  And what about all the wounded that would emerge from the upcoming battle.  The only other person that was carrying any kind of medic equipment beyond the personal medpac everyone carried was that Morone guy.  His wound seemed to have started to heal quite rapidly, but Blazer hadn't asked about it at the safe house cause it really wasn't his buisness.  But he looked young and new, even though Blazer was somewhat new to the AF, he has seen experience elsewhere.  Damn it all, I should be there, and not wandering around on side streets.  But Lamin is my commanding officer, and I can't disobey orders either.  I really could use a clone of myself right about now... Blazer's mind spun in circles.  Then again, it's almost gaurenteed that someone is going to get injured on this operation.  He assumed they were going back to the original plan of going after Walex.  With the hardware he was throwing at a small band of rebels at a safehouse, he probably had an entire Stormtrooper Corp near his Command center for all anyone knew.  Suddenly he heard Lamin calling after him, "Blazer!, we're going this way"  He gestured down another musky alley.
    

Blazer spun on his heels and a medkit fell out of his shoulder satchel.  "Oh, sorry.  I didn't notice the alley, considering they all look the same."  He bent over to pick up the medpac, that was lying in a small puddle of water.  He almost thought he saw a small glint in the reflection that also showed a rooftop that was behind him.  He shoved the medpac back into the bag and looked to where the roof top was but saw nothing.  He made his way back into the formation and the four Redstar's trudged closer to the city center.

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

 

2nd Lt. Ponderosa kicked back under the small overhang over his small observation post along the APZ border.  "So much for the promised exotic adventures, stupid Imperial recruiters." He muttered to himself as he tried to smash his officers cap over his eyes to try and steal a nap.  Practically every other unit on Ketaris was seeing action but he was stuck sitting on a roof looking for 'suspicious activities.'  There more 'suspicious activities' going on in the red light district that was across the street.  He smiled to himself at that thought and then tried to fall asleep.  Suddenly one of the scouts that was assigned to him piped up.  "Sir, you should check out sector seven."  The scout was looking throgh his observation binoculars.  

"Private, this better be worth my time."  Ponderosa muttered as he clambered over to the edge of the roof, look towards the APZ. with his macrobinoculars  "So, what am I looking for."

    "Theres a group of humans moving about down there."


    "Ahhh, I see them.  well, they seem to be humans.  In the APZ.  But still, there are humans in the APZ, but they usually get their asses beat up and sent crying to the Med Center."

    "Sir, they're moving in a diamond formation..."


    "Shut up PRIVATE!, I can see that for myself.  I'm not a blind mynock."  He followed the group as they weaved in and out of alleys, obviously taking a path to prevent someone from following them.  "I don't make anything out of it.  Congragulations private, you justed five minutes of my time I could have spent taking a nap!"  He spun around in disgust and made his way back to the overhang.

    "Sir! The guy that was in the back just dropped a medpac out of his bag, and it looks like he's got quite a few in there."

    "Really?"  The lieutenant cocked an eyebrow in renewed intrest.  He spun back and zoomed his macrobinoculars in on  the one that was picking up the medpac.  He thought he caught the glimpse of a Blaster grip under the mans vest as it curled up as he shoved the medpac in the bag.  "Well well well, maybe we did find something.  Private take a snap shot of all 4 of 'em and we'll report it, though I still doubt they're a problem, but, if they are, I'm lined up for a good ol' promotion."  He smiled to himself as he lowered his Macrobinoculars and went to go comlink in his report...

 

  

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Your Local Hope Wing CO

The One, The Only, The Medic.

The Sentinel-class landing craft had been sitting in a spaceport hangar on Trogan for four days now. During that time, no one had entered or left the landing craft.


This somewhat aroused the curiosity of the Port Authority; but as long as the captain paid its fees and filed a flight plan when it left, they were willing to let them sit there. This wans't the Empire. Eccentric behavior of private citizens wasn't cause for a raid.


They might have been a bit more concerned had they known that the craft contained an Imperial sleeper cell. A cell that was quite awake now.


And they REALLY wouldn't want to know the full story.

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


Their quarry had been here, Gules Audax knew. Their quarry had been in this very hangar. Spaceport records showed as much. Other records—the ones that they weren't supposed to see--showed that their quarry had gone elsewhere. 


They knew that another element had entered into the equation, a wild variable which would bring a lot of other people onto the trail of their quarry. For three days they had known how, when, why, and by what means their quarry--and the other element--had gone.


But only today did they learn where.


*Ketaris.* The war-torn planet where Master Aldair had been when he'd sent Audax the orders. Illya Patril had left here a month ago., aboard a freighter that had once belonged to the New Republic. It had once been known as the ROLLING STONES, and before that the WHIPLASH, and before that the STAR HULK. Patril, and the ship, were on their way to Ketaris. Together.


That didn't change their mission: they would find and capture their quarry. The other element, the wild variable, would be salvaged if possible; but, if necessary, they would destroy it.


*Destroy only if necessary.* That was the Jedi away.


It was what Master Aldair would do, Gules Audax felt sure.

--The Rainbow Warriors

Taking down the first AT-ST had been easy.  Now, the second one was moving around too much for the slower AT-AT to track, all the while firing at the larger walker.  While the damage was pretty slow to accumulate, it was accumulating nonetheless.  Kirghy tried to bring the side cannons to bear, but the AS-ST was too far to the rear.  However, things were looking up.  He had managed to turn the larger walker towards his target while blocking the route behind the AT-AT with the building he had jumped from.  Slowly, he was creating an ever-narrowing arc for the AT-ST to move in.  That was when new impacts started hitting against the side.  Carefully, he adjusted a camera to give him a view at the rooftops.  There, several recognizable AFers were pummeling the AT-AT with weapons fire.  I do not need this.  Thinking, he remembered seeing Ben in the crowd of people below.  With Lamin gone, he's got to be the one in command down there.  Still maneuvering to target the AT-ST, Kirghy flipped a switch on the comm panel for the external speakers.  
   "This is Commander Lommax on board the AT-AT.  Stop firing at me!  Target that AT-ST from its left and push it back under my guns."  Kirghy began to move the walker for another slight turn when another impact hit against it.  A look at the camera revealed someone-- Lieutenant Laurelin?--shrugging their shoulders and pointing to the weapon as if to say "It's not my fault!"  He would have laughed if the situation were better.  Now, if he could just get a few more turn sequences in before that AT-ST racked up any serious damage, there might be another one for the scrap heap...

 

Cmdr. Kirghy Lommax

Robert hadn't pulled his lightsaber out when the Imperials began their attack; while it would have made the ensuing battle easier, he realized that someone from the forest battle had probably gotten a description of him to the enemy, and he didn't want Partija to know that he had made it into the city alive. 

At least, not yet. 

So he joined the battle with just his E-11.  Despite the fact that its designers had apparently paid no attention to constructing it in such a manner that its shots fired in the same general direction each time the trigger was pulled, he was still a decent enough shot with the rifle.  Which meant, at this point, that he stood over the two Trandoshan's he had knocked out and kept stormtroopers away from them. 

He noticed Lamin depart for their mission, and Ben split the rest of the local squad up, sending Keiran, Alex, and someone named Laurelin to the rooftops.  He himself took Ben's advice and hunkered down, shooting stormtroopers as they made the mistake of showing their faces. 

What he hadn't noticed, nor had anyone else, was that one of Keiran's blaster shots had missed its intended target, shot through the glass window of a local bakery, and obliterated a cookie. 

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

"This is it," Jaq said quitely. "Peregrine, countermeasures active?" 

"Set before we jumped in-system.  Probablly some controller is wondering what exactly is wrong with his sensor board, but that'll be about it," replied the AI.  "For the next hour, if need be, we are little more than a computer glitch." 

Jaq Pellman and Tag Rendar looked out from the cockpit of the 'Peregrine's Claw' at the Imperial supply depot at Arten IV.  It was an ugly structure, built more for functionality than asthetics.  It was also huge:  the station could actually dock anything from a Corellian gunship to an Imperial Star Destroyer.  As it stood now, there were two Nebulon-B frigates taking on supplies, one very chewed-up looking Carrack crusier, and two Dreadnaughts bearing the marks of the old 'Katana' fleet. 

But no sign of the 'Chimaera'. 

"Hopefully, Peregrine," Tag said, "that will be the case.  How do you want to play this one, Jaq?" 

The older man folded his hands beneath his chin and looked out at the station. 

"Tag, move us in closer, to about a hundred meters distance, then come to a full stop..  Do it at 25 percent throttle; near as I can remember, thats the best we can push the engines and keep them under the sensor spoofs." 

Peregrine made a noise to confirm that statement.  Tag fired the engines and flew the Claw to the requested distance. 

"Activate the NWTN protocol.  Move us the rest of way on thrusters.  Bring us right next to the computer core.  Peregrine, you can still physically interface with an external computer system, right?" 

"Unless one of the 'Dashan's' enterprising techs decided to remove the cables, I should be able to." 

"Good.  Take us in, General Rendar." 

These movements were trickier; the NWTN protocol wasn't so much a funtional system in and of itself, but simply a series of commands deactivating the the 'Claw's' inertial control systems.  Which meant that any thrust command translated into an acceleration instead of a velocity.  Which also meant that the 'Claw' would keep moving even when the control thrusters had stopped. 

Such control was good for the stealth functions; for Tag Rendar, it made for a flying experience unlike anything she had done before.  She made it, though, flying the 'Claw' to a position with only twenty millimeters separating the lower hull from the station's computer core. 

Justifiably, her knuckles were white and her hands had left finger impressions on the 'Claw's' control stick. 

"Good flying," Jaq said nonchalantly. 

"Don't ever ask me to do that again." 

Jaq simply laughed and asked Peregrine to deploy the connection cables.  Three cables, their ends bristling with data connectors and micro-sized fusion cutters, extended from the bottom of the 'Claw' and cut through the hull covering the computer core.  Thus penetrating into the interior, the data connectors made contact with the processors and data storage units, permitting Peregrine to forge a connection with the station's computer system. 

"Connection complete.  Downloading HAPPY code... security systems overriden.  Searching for data connecting to the 'Chimaera'.  Downloading." 

Jaq and Tag looked at the data screen. 

"Uh... Peregrine?  Are these in any, ah, order?" 

"Oh yeah, wait... that better?" 

The data files were suddenly organized by date and type.  All of them relating to the 'Chimaera's' activities and communications at the Arten IV station. 

"That works," Jaq replied, staring at the data files.  "Communications, huh?" 

He started browsing through the communications logs from the 'Chimaera'. 

"This is interesting," Tag commented.  "It looks like the 'Chimaera's' comm array was damaged in its last battle.  While it was here, all long-range communications had to be filtered through the station." 

"Good thing, too," Jaq replied, nearly breathless. 

"Found something?" 

Jaq sent the data to her screen. 

"Request for a meeting, timestamped and with a set of coordinates.  Peregringe, cut the data feed and get us out of here.  I think this communication from "FEELER RIN SIR" is just what we need." 

Jaq was sounding triumphant. 

"So you think thats where we'll find the 'Chimaera'?" Tag asked dubiously. 

"Definitely," Jaq proclaimed.  "The meeting isn't scheduled another day or two, and if I read the coordinates right we should be able to arrive there at about the same time.  We're faster than a Star Destroyer, after all. 

"Where the 'Chimaera' is, there you'll find my nephew." 

"Any idea how to get him off of the ship?" Tag asked as Peregrine maneuvered the 'Claw' away from the station and to a safe jump point. 

"Not really.  We'll just have to improvise." 

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

Carlos DeLong stirred, still feeling a bit sore from his encounter with the Noghri.  He shook his head to clear it, then leaned foreward in his chair- 

'A chair.  Why am I in a chair?' 

He blinked a few more times and looked up.  He was in a chair at one point in a vaguely circular room.  He was surrounded by holographic projections of... artwork?  Not just artwork, but artwork that he could actually appreciate. 

"Ah, you are awake." 

He turned his head to the right and saw the man with blue skin and the Grand Admiral's uniform standing there, admiring a few of the pieces. 

"We have similar tastes in art, you and I.  Simple, yet with a certain degree of cunning; not everything can be seen at the first glance, yet we prefer not to have to guess what meaning is to be found in a red line or an off-center square.  Realism, yet with a degree of fantasy.  Yet the layers to be uncovered are often greater in meaning than the primary image which they are designed to complement. 

"Welcome back to the world of the living, Carlos DeLong," said Grand Admiral Thrawn, turning his red eyes upon the Aurora Force XO. 

"We have much to talk about." 
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Carlos started to raise himself up from his chair.

"I hope you are simply coming over here to talk, Mr. Delong," Thrawn said lightly.  "Because Ruhk is watching us from the shadows, and he will stop you if you make a threatening move in my direction."

He simply stood up from the chair and made no further movement.

"Wasn't planning on it, Admiral.  If I walk in your general direction, will that be considered a threatening move?"

Thrawn actually laughed.

"No, Mr. DeLong.  Such would be required for civilized discourse, and I would be pleased to have you view my collection.  Well, this portion of it, at least."

Carlos DeLong walked the rest of the way to stand next to Grand Admiral Thrawn.

"Congratulations on your promotion, Lieutenant Colonel."

Carlos started.

"Okay, hold it right there, Admiral.  I know how this works, okay?  You're not going to convince me that I'm actually in the Imperial Navy by claiming that I was just promoted, so don't even bo-"

"I'm not trying to convince you of that, Colonel DeLong," Thrawn replied gravely.  "Bridger put in the request before you came to see me.  The promotion was conferred the morning you left Xenen."

Indy... Carlos thought.  How is Ketaris?
A flash.  Crashing.  Pain, intense pain... and fear.  She was down, and hurt.

He gasped and steadied himself.  Thrawn studied him.

"You care for her."  It was not a question.

"She is my friend."

"Indeed," Thrawn acknowledged with a nod.  "Tell me, Colonel, have you seen this painting before?"

"Yes... its "Revolution" by Alshonti Velis, the Arterian painter.  I actually have this piece on base..."

"It depicts an ancient revolution by one of the old Arterian nation-states against an early colonial empire, back when Empires were defined by square meter instead of by systems," Thrawn stated.  "Velis chose to depict the "Rashor Hartolok", the final battle of that war.

"You see here, on the right, the old colonial forces, arrayed in yellow.  There to the left are the rebels, arrayed in brown.  Note how Velis plays it; the determination in the eyes of the rebels, and the grim fierceness in the eyes of the colonials.  Each side portrayed towards partisan expectations.  The rebels making one last, great noble stand.  The colonial forces attempting one final battle of subjugation."

"Yet the rebels won their freedom, Admiral," Carlos replied.  "True, all of the militia at "Rashor Hartolok" died in that battle, but the injury they inflicted on the colonials forced a the Rushuuly Empire to grand them their independence.  It was the beginning of the end of all of the large planetary empires on Arteria."

"I see you know your history."

"Its a hobby.  I have a copy of the painting because I liked the story behind it."

"Of course," Thrawn replied dryly.  "You find such things inspirational; the oppressed overthrowing an oppressor.  Foolish.  All the rebels overthrew, in casting off the Rushuuly, was unity and security.  Three centuries after all the great empires of Arteria were overthrown by their subjects, or simply collapsed under the unfortunate march of fate, their world was fractured and divided.  Hundreds of governments held sway over vast tracts of land and sea.  Their world had been scarred by war and partisan posturing.  

"The Arterians had taken the first steps of space travel; though they hadn't yet discovered the secret of hyperspace, sublight drives of all types were no mystery to them.  Several of the nations had utilized these technologies to stake claims to regions of their solar system, and the other planets around them.

"Then came the Vrinithyy.  They were from a neighboring system, similar age to that of Arteria, but they had one difference:  the Vrinithyy had discovered the secret of hyperdrive, and set out on a mission of conquest.

"The nations-states of Arteria were unable to mount an effective defense.  Half refused to even talk to the others; of those that remained some counseled to fight, some to surrender.  Some refused to fight unless the other nations granted them some gift or concession.  Some refused to fight hoping that their enemies would be taken out first.  For whatever reason, while several nations tried to fight off the invasion, few worked in concert, and several even allied with the Vrinithyy, hoping for the chance to settle old grudges.  Within in a month, they were conquered.

"All their "rebellions" bought them, Colonel, was three hundred years of conflict and nearly a thousand of slavery.  All because they could not stand unified."

Thrawn trailed off and simply looked at the painting.  Carlos came to a realization.

"You're not talking about the Arterians, are you?  You're talking about the New Republic."

Thrawn waved his hand; the holographic paintings disappeared.

"An astute observation, Colonel.  Computer, display sequence T1442."

A hologram of galaxy filled the middle of the circle.

"Your Senators, Colonel DeLong, care for nothing more than their own power, and the furtherance and preservation thereof.  The recent actions of Borsk Fey'lya against Ackbar demonstrate this; while your New Republic should be united against me, its leadership fights amongst itself in paranoia and base power grabbing."

Carlos said nothing.  Thrawn simply smiled and pressed a control on the pad he was carrying.  The starlights on the galaxy map changed from a standard white to collections of red, green, blue, yellow, and violet, each color representing a political region.  A great mass of violet filled the northern most portion of the map.

"This is the galaxy as it stands now, Colonel.  Green shows the territory of your New Republic, red represents the Empire.  Blue and yellow are various neutral factions.  Violet... well, violet represents what you call the Unknown Regions.

"Aside from myself and a few others, no one from this part of galaxy has explored this area of space."

Carlos nodded, feeling impatient.

"What's the point of all this, Admiral?  Nice theatrics, but cut to the chase."

"Very well.  The red on this map grows day by day; at the same time, the green shrinks.  Soon, I will have wiped your New Republic from the face of the galaxy.  I assume you wonder why I am doing this, and all in the name of an Empire which never held much love for me."

"Well, I just figured it was because you were some kind of megalomaniac nutter, but I reckon that's not what you wanted me to say."

"The reason, Colonel DeLong, is the violet.  More specifically, that which is found IN the violet.  There are wonders there, great civilizations and sights to behold.  There are great dangers there, to; dangers that would make the Ssi-ruuk Imperium look like a mere collection of mynocks by comparison.  Dangers that the New Republic, as divided a self-serving as it can be, would never be able to stand against.

"When the Rebellion overthrew the Empire, it cast off the unity and sense of purpose that could have protected it against these dangers.  That is what I seek to restore:  unity and common purpose that stems from a strong centralized leadership.  Its the only way the people of this galaxy will be able to stand against the threats that are coming."

"Uh-huh," Carlos said dubiously.  "Thanks for sharing the depths of your soul.  What does all of that codswallop have to do with me?"

"To put it quite frankly, Colonel DeLong," Thrawn replied seriously, "you have certain skills and facets to your character that I respect.  Despite your erroneous preoccupation with personal freedom, you do truly care for the people of this galaxy.  I am asking you to join to me in fighting for them by unifying them.  I need men such as you to make this work, to unite the galaxy under a flag of-"

"Just stop it right there, Admiral," Carlos replied.  "You know I can't just join the Empire."

"Which is the greater treason, Colonel?  To leave your government and save your people, or to maintain the loyalty to an inefficient form of government that cares more about maintaining the power of the representative than provide safety and justice for the people?  If this galaxy does not stand united, then its peoples will be destroyed in favor of others.  You can join me and save them, or you can reject my offer, and know as you died that you essentially sided with those who would gladly kill all you hold dear.  Which will it be, Colonel DeLong?  Death, or life?"

Carlos' thoughts were in conflict because, deep down, Thrawn's proposal made sense to him.  He had no particular love for most of the Senate; it seemed almost as if there were a dozen Borsk Fey'lyas for every Mon Mothma and Leia Organa Solo.  Was it truly any better than what life under Palpatine had been?  There a person had to watch his or her every word and step lest they tick off the wrong person.  The days of absolute power were over, but were the days of a greedy representative assembly any better?

Would Thrawn be any better?  Could he possibly be right?

The fleet of ships gathered at Contruum for the final assault on the ravaged and changed world of Coruscant.  He saw ships flying every flag and showing every color:  Imperial, Hapan, Bakuran, New Republic, and GDF.  The blue of the 'Illuminator' contrasted with the red 'Errant Venture' even while Star Destroyer white and slate gray asserted dominance.  Star Destroyers, frigates, great cruisers of unknown make, Battle Dragons and Novas, fighters of all shapes and sizes filled the space around the world.  Four black ships joined the mounting fleet:  a fighter that resembled the newest test prototype from FreiTek, the 'Peregrine's Claw', the 'Vendetta', and an unknown ship of ancient design.

The vision flashed.

The black ships had landed in the bay of the 'Illuminator'.  He saw his sister, years of care and war etched into her expression and expressed by the premature gray tracing her dark hair.  She was propped against the side of the fighter, watching the deck crews going about their business, nodding to the few pilots who passed by, and trying not to look to hard at the others standing around her.  The others were the Fifteen, the remaining members of the Twenty, now the new crew of the AI ships.  They were all of identical height, build, and dress:  armored, ebony black jumpsuits with a white flower embroidered on the front.  A blaster was holstered at each right hip, and their weapons belts each sported a vibro-blade identical to Rachel's, and a knife that seemed to be made of coral.  A black wrap mask that stretched from their nose to the collar of their suits covered their lower faces.  A few sported odd tattoos cover the remainder of the faces, but the rest... the rest had his skin, his hair, and his eyes.

The vision flashed again, now more to impressions than to actual scenes.  Darkness had come, and the galaxy had fractured; and being fractured, it had nearly fallen.  Coruscant, the center of galaxy and its brightest light, had fallen to the great darkness, and even the Jedi were hard pressed to hold back the tide.

The galaxy came to a crossroads of choice, life or death; and the sentients chose.
So did he.

"You are wrong."

The calmness and surety in his voice surprised even Carlos DeLong.  Thrawn took a step back at the look of utter certainty that filled Carlos's eyes, and added weight to the soft green light that emanated from his ring.

My dear sister' he thought, would that I could spare you that pain, those years of war.
"I beg your pardon?"

"You are wrong, Admiral.  Your pretense for bringing me here, and even for fighting this battle, is founded on the presupposition that no one but you would be willing to work with his enemy, and that no other way but the way of the master and tyrant could unite such a vast group of people.

"And I say that you are wrong."

He could see it all so clearly; even as he spoke, another vision came before his waking eyes, a vision of what would happen should Thrawn succeed...

"Do you know why the colonist revolted on Arteria?  Do you know why the Rebellion occurred?  It is a simple factor of sentience that has been known for millennia, but has been conveniently ignored by all tyrants:  a sentient being will not willing remain long under the command of someone who leads by the authority of the blaster or the bullet.  We revolt, we rebel, we fight and we die until we regain the right to choose for ourselves what course we will take.

"There is a darkness coming, Admiral, but it's not what you think it is.  Your path won't save us from it.  If you win, and unite the galaxy by the force of the Star Destroyer and the stormtrooper, you will discover, in the end, that you have created a galaxy that will welcome darkness itself as a liberator.  That "unity" you value so much will collapse as half the galaxy welcomes the darkness as coming to free it from your hand."

"Your New Republic would do no better, Colonel," Thrawn replied, sounding angry.  "That squabbling mass you call a Senate wouldn't be able to coordinate defense contracts until the dangers of the Unknown Regions make it all the way to Coruscant."

Carlos shook his head sadly.

"You are right," he replied softly, not bothering to correct about the source of the darkness, "the danger would reach and overtake Coruscant if it faces the Republic; too many of our Senators entertain foolish notions of their own importance as it is, and I don't see that situation repairing itself anytime soon.  But do you remember the rest of the story of Arteria, Admiral?  Do you remember what happened?

"The Vrinithyy permitted the Arterian nation-states to exist, at least nominally.  Their cultures remained, and kept fighting each other.  Smart move on the Vrinithyy's part; they didn't need to police Arteria and keep it in line, nor any of their other conquered worlds.  Simply let the indigs fight amongst themselves, maintain the flow of tribute, and the conquered peoples are too busy infighting to try and throw you off.  Amazing in its simplicity.

"This lasted for a millennia, until enough Arterian's got fed up with the situation, joined together, and kicked the Vrinithyy off of the planet.  Such was easier said than done, of course, but the point remains.  The Arterians forged a world government that day because they chose to do so.  They were facing a perpetual enslavement if they didn't, yes.  But they chose, and not at the barrel of a gun.

"There will be pain, yes.  There will be death on a scale this galaxy has never seen before.  Some of it your plan could avert.  But your plan will also avert the final victory, because you will try to take away choice, and all that means is that people will chose against you.  Sentients have to choose to work together, or else it is all meaningless in the end.

"That is unity, Admiral.  What you would bring about is merely an enforced cooperation, fostering little more than bitterness and hate until something comes along to give those emotions expression.  True unity will only come about when the peoples and nations of this galaxy chose it for themselves, and never when you force it upon them.

"So no, Admiral.  I will not join you.  I will no help you.  No matter what you may say or do, I will not aid you in anyway way in your goal of "unity".  I've seen the face of your Empire; I know what that kind of power ultimately brings out in men.  My son was born in an Imperial slave mine, and spent the first six years of his life there, living amongst the squalor of the fruit of your "unity".  I've seen too much of the fruit of your Empire to ever want to be joined to that tree."

"I'm neither Palpatine nor Vader, Colonel," Thrawn replied calmly.  "The Empire has changed from what you knew."

"Yet you chose to bear the name."

There was a silence as the two stared at each other.  After a long moment Thrawn turned, strode to the command chair, and sat down.  He continued to stare at Carlos DeLong as he pressed a button the chair.

A door opened, and Ruhk entered the room and moved to the Admiral's side.  Thrawn pulled a data pad from one of his uniform's pockets.

"You say that nothing would convince you join me?" Thrawn said quietly.  "Know that I take that as a challenge; I somewhat pride myself on getting people to do what I want them to."

He held up the datapad.

"This contains the coordinates where Thomas Bullian is holding your parents.  Join me, and it is yours."

For a moment, Carlos was tempted.  It was what he had wanted, what had searched and fought and bleed for all those years...

Then he smiled and shook his head.

"And what would I say to them," he said, "when I told them what their freedom cost?"

Thrawn narrowed his eyes and looked at Carlos with a seemingly newfound respect.

"Very well," he replied, handing the pad to the Noghri.  "Ruhk, take this and escort the prisoner to the prepared cell.  Instruct the guards that this pad is to remain on a stool outside the transparent door at all times.  They should already know how to work the force fields."

The Admiral looked Carlos once more.

"Let us see, Colonel DeLong, how long you can last with your heart's desire just out of reach."

With that, Thrawn motioned for Ruhk to proceed, and turned the chair so his back was to Carlos.  The Noghri moved to the edge of the circle, bound Carlos with stuncuffs, and led him out the door.

It hissed shut behind them.

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

So you won't join me, DeLong?  You think this area of the galaxy is all its about?  Thrawn thought to himself with a smile, regarding the equipment that lay in the shadows, mapping the genetic code of the red material in a pair of test tubes.

It doesn't matter, really.  I have what I need from you, just as I got what I needed from Partija, Jaggers, Aldair, Isard, and Fel.  You may think me villainous; perhaps you are correct.  But even should we both fall, I'll do what I must to ensure this galaxy survives.

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

Carlos and Ruhk walked in silence to the new cellblock.  It was the Noghri who spoke first.

"You serve the Lady Vader, do you not?"

Carlos was taken aback.  The 'Lady Vader'?  Who was-

Oh.  Organa-Solo.

"You... you could say that.  More like I serve the same ideals as her."

"Have you ever met her?"

"No, not in person.  I met her brother once, though.  Why are you asking?"

They drew close to the cell.

"I asked nothing."

Carlos took the hint.  They arrived at the new cell a short time later, and Ruhk explained the procedures with the datapad to the guard.  He was shoved none to gently into the cell.  Sure enough, it had a transparent door, and the pad was propped up on a stool right in front of him.  A force field covered the entranceway, and he could also see that the ceiling and walls were covered in force field emitters spaced every half-meter.  Quite a clever setup, really.  There was now no way that he could reach the doorway, unless all the force fields were deactivated.

There was also a ysalamiri, as whatever Force-connection he had experience in Thrawn's chamber was gone.  It was now only him, time, and the temptation of his heart's desire.

He began to worry.
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The small group pressed through the woods, staying within sight of, but not too close to, the main road leading south into town.  Char was glad that Admiral Falcion was coherent, it meant that there were now three people to rotate in carrying the stretcher.  Now they were able to keep one person covering their flank, and another scouting slightly ahead.  At this point Sidro's left arm was completely useless so he was always one of the scouts, currently taking point ahead of the group.

He peered through the bushes at the top of a small rise in the terrain, below he saw the forest thin out as the road approached the city limits.  In the middle of the road stood a single AT-ST, surrounded by what looked like a half squadron of speeder-bikes.  A company of regular stormtroopers was spread out amongst a full squad of regular imperial army, bringing the total to about twenty two men all together.  Char let out a low whistle as he creeped back to where the group had stopped.

***

Major Dargan  listened intently as Sidro related his findings to the group.  They were resting about half a klick from where Char had spied the enemy units.

"Is there any cover between here and the town?"  Izra looked at Char expectantly.

"No sir, that AT-ST can probably spot any movement for at least a klick on either side of it," Char replied, absently twirling his blaster into and out of his holster.  

"So we either go through somehow, or lose half a day circling around."

"That’s about the size of it sir, I'm just not sure we have a half a day."   By 'we' Char had meant Admiral Bridger but he didn't want to say it.

"Nor am I, Cadet, nor am I...."

-Char Sidro

She remembered her first mission here, with the Aurora Force.  It had been in the Minos Cluster, years ago when they’d still been fighting the Empire for it.  Lantare had been the planet.  It had all been a very, very long time ago.  She’d lost the last of her innocence there, on Lantare, watching people die, watching people be killed...oh, it hadn’t been anything new, really, but somehow it had been different.  With that mission, she had been transformed – from police officer to soldier, from detective to leader.

            From ordinary girl to Force adept.  But not Jedi Knight.  No.  She had forsaken her heritage during Lantare.

            The silence was deafening.  She was the first one to move, to speak.  She took out her father saber, weighing it in her hand for only half a moment before turning toward Raven, one of the Jedi in their midst, and shoving it against him.  “Take this.  I never asked for this blasted talent I have, and I sure as hell don’t want it.  All it’s doing is making my life a living hell.  Take this, keep it for me, for the time I’m ready to actually wield it.”
            She’d turned to leave, then, wearing armor stolen from a dead stormtrooper, off in a direction that would hopefully be useful in completing their mission at Lantare.  She’d looked to Mike, then, injured when they’d landed.  She’d known him, even then, if barely.  “You need any help?”
            He hadn’t, and as a group with some of the others – Raven, Baron, a few more – they’d moved on.
            They’d won at Lantare, but the victory hadn’t been without a price.  People had died – some good people.  Of course, everything that came after had likewise been dangerous, crazy...but never had it quite been like that first time.

            Distantly, she heard Char saying something to Izra – something about a checkpoint and having to go around.  Slowly, she opened her eyes, wincing.  “We don’t have to go around,” she rasped.  “Just...just leave it to me.”

            I’m putting my life in serious peril, here, and theirs, too.  But mostly mine.  It’s going to take a lot to hide us...  She swallowed hard.  “Just keep walking.  Don’t talk to anyone.  Just trust me.”

            The cadets hesitated and Izra frowned slightly, but nodded.  “Let’s go.”

            He knows what the bloodline is capable of.  Thank you for believing in me, Izra.  She let her eyes slide shut, drawing the Force around them like a cloak, to erase them from the world with eyes to see, and ears to hear.  She wasn’t sure how long she could make the invisibility last, but hopefully it would be for long enough.

            What a wonderful trick this would have been for later missions, like Lycoss...she kept herself from shuddering.  Lycoss II had almost cost her – and her husband – their lives.  On the scale of worst missions, it was right up there with their operations on Conceli in the realms of bloodshed.  It had been a horrible follow-up to a time of celebration after problems had been solved and lives had been saved.  The technique she’d found would have been useful there, indeed.

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            She wasn’t certain at what point she’d dropped off into dreams – dreams she now could not recall.  All she knew now is that they were safely inside the city, and her companions did not seem worse for the experience, so it must have been long enough.  For all she knew, it could have been a momentary blackout, the one that she had suffered, while drifting in a sea of musings and memories, time dilated and shortened by the sheer weight of the concentration she’d mustered in order to safely cloak her companions on their way in.

            The pain struck now, though, tearing a pained moan from her throat.  She tried to gather the necessary concentration to heal once again, but she found her control slipping away, slipping through her fingers.

            No!  I won’t let this happen.  I won’t!  With her last ounce of determined strength, she seized a hold of the Force once more, directing it to the task of healing her battered form.  Her grip was once again tenuous, like grasping a cliff’s edge with one’s fingernails, but she had a grip nonetheless, and she was determined to keep it.

            Safe in the knowledge that she and her companions would soon be someplace safe, where they could rest and someone could help treat her more serious injuries, Indiana Bridger slipped back into the state between waking and dreaming, and let the visions come once more.

~ VA Indiana Bridger

Darik "Deuce" Klivan was relishing his position as pointman in the APZ.  Granted, he had no idea where he was going.  Well...that wasn't entirely true.  He had no idea where he was, but he was sure he was going in the right direction.  His group of four passed a cluster of Rodians on a street corner.  One of them jeered at them from a distance in their native tongue and they all snickered.  Deuce replied in Rodian as well, surprising both Rodians and Redstars alike. 

["Call me that again and I'll stick my arm down your throat and pull out something vital."].  He stood, sneering at the Rodians with his arms crossed, daring them to make a move. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Lamin Zykara visibly slap his forehead and Blazer shake his head in frustration.  The Rodians began muttering to themselves, then averted their eyes from Deuce.  Satisfyed, Deuce kept walking.

  

As the four men entered a lesser-populated area of the APZ, Deuce dropped back to the end of the group, allowing Lamin to take over the lead and he sidled up to Blazer.  He took the man's hand and silently pressed his small holdout blaster into Blazer's hand.  "You're a liability if you can't shoot back when we need backup.  Keep that hidden, but accessible."  

Evening was drawing near and the sun began to go down.  Klivan slipped past Tannik and came up quietly behind Lamin, tapping him on the shoulder and resuming his lead as pointman.  

Softly he muttered back to Lamin.  "Ideas, right?  I don't think our team as it stands here is equipped to establish safehouses for the AF.  Not right now anyway.  Without a non-human, we're as untrustworthy as the Imps in this area.  And if we leave the APZ, we can't trust anyone.  Unfortunately, we HAVE to leave the APZ, because frankly, we stick out worse than the wrong end of a Hutt here, if you get my drift."  

Lamin sounded weary.  "What exactly are you saying, Mr. Klivan?"  

Deuce shrugged.  "I'm just throwing in my two credits.  You're the mission commander; I'm just the reserve pilot, remember?"  Lamin opened his mouth like he was going to say something, then shut it, frustrated.  Klivan took a right down a side street, then the next left.  The group found itself on a street that looked like a scene out of low-budget adult-holofilms.  Neon lights blinked on and off, scantily clad humans and aliens peddled their carnal wares on the street corners, and at the center of it all was The Dancing Bantha Saloon and Inn.  Zykara made a confused noise.  Blazer muttered "What the-" 

Deuce grinned and turned to the rest of his party.  "C'mon.  Dark's falling, and we need a place to stay for the night.  Not to mention, I need a drink.  We're right on the edge of the APZ, and barring me drinking too much and getting thrown out on my ass, we oughta be pretty safe here."  Lamin and Tannik both looked dubious, and Blazer looked more than a little uncomfortable. Blazer became more uncomfortable when a slim Twi'lek prostitute slid up and slipped her arm around him.  

"You want good time?" she inquired, batting her eyes.  Deuce slipped between them quickly.  

"No, believe me, these three men are so NOT interested in a good time it's sickening.  Thanks for offering anyway."  Putting his own arm around Blazer and the other around Lamin, he entered the Dancing Bantha, the other men in tow.  "Go find us a table, I'll see what I can do about lodging and refreshments."  

Negotiating with the Wookiee owner was not something Deuce relished, but talks went well and he managed to grab a couple of rooms for cheap.  Klivan noticed with some pleasure that Zykara had lead the others to a dark table in the corner as opposed to one near the dance floor.  "Good thinking, spoonbender.", he muttered.  He didn't like to drink where it was well lit anyway.  Knocking on the bar, he waited for the bartender to appear.  And what a bartender when she did appear.  A cocky grin instantly bloomed on Klivan's face and he wished this mission would have allowed for him to shower or shave recently.  He scratched his stubble and asked for a shot.  

"Whyren's Reserve, ma'am.  Straight."  She nodded, poured the shot and continued on to the next customer.  Klivan took it and pounded it quickly, grimacing.  "That's good stuff.  Hey!"  She turned to look at him and he gave her his most innocent smile.  "Can I get a pitcher of your best local beer and four glasses, babe?"  He gestured to the others at the table.  

"I'll bring it over shortly.", she said with a thick Corellian accent.  Deuce's grin got wider...this just gets better and better, he thought.  "Listen, I feel like I oughta introduce myself.  I'm Darik "Deuce" Klivan, but you can call me...tonight?", he smiled and winked at her.  She rolled her eyes, but smiled demurely.  

"Maybe. Caryn Lylas, good to meet you, Deuce."  

"That's...an acceptable answer, Caryn.", he said as he put down enough credits to pay for the drinks and leave a decent tip.  He strolled jauntily over to the jukebox and put on a fastpaced Corellian tune and then joined the others at the table.  Caryn arrived just after him, placing the pitcher and glasses on the table and winking at Deuce before she walked away. Deuce stood and began filling everyone's glass. 

"Alright boys.  Time for mission planning, Deuce Klivan style.  First, we'll discuss our resources while we finish this pitcher.  Then we order another and begin brainstorming.  When our ideas start to dry up, we order another round.  We repeat until we've got a solution or Blazer passes out.  Whichever comes first." Deuce winked at the younger man.  

"So...our resources.  We've apparently got a Jedi, a medic, an ex-stormtrooper and the toughest bastard this side of Coruscant...the weapons we carry and that's about it.  Did I miss anything?"  

Tannik grinned.  "Don't forget a pitcher of beer.  We've got that."  

Deuce nodded.  "Good call.  We've got that.  So...Zykara, you're in charge here.  What are our objectives?"

-Sconn/Deuce

From their hiding spot, Sen watched with Len’s team as the coming events unfolded. She guessed they were waiting for their opportunity to hide among the coming crowds. The nervousness of waiting grew inside her. She tried to ignore the fact that she was scared of the arriving threat. After what happened with Walex, she did not want to make another mistake. So for the moment she would follow Len on this. He knew the city and its inhabitants. She hoped she would not get in the way this time. 

“Time to go.” Len’s words interrupted her thoughts. He led them elsewhere. To where, she did not know. She guessed either another hiding spot or to the merging crowd. 

1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO
Renan screamed toward the city at a rapid pace.  "I wonder where Stalker is?  Oh well, our job is to get into the city.  He can take care of himself!" the rebel thought as he neared city limits.  A imperial platoon spotted him and opened fire.  "Sith!  They saw me!  And there's a walker!" he cursed as he saw the AT-ST headed in his direction.  He immediately kicked the speeder into high gear and swerved away from the opposing forces.  Once he had gotten sufficiently far away he turned back towards the city.  As he approached he saw an imperial checkpoint.  Dodging around the civilians nearby he zoomed past the imps.  "Come back here!  Surrender!"  the unit commander screamed to no avail.  The rebel slowed down as traffic picked up and suddenly stopped when he saw the walker.  

"Oh SITH!" he cursed.  Next he looked over and noticed the collection of opposition forces.

...

Stalker continued on his way through the forest.  "I wish I hadn't gotten off that damn bike.  I'd be there now." he yelled. The commando carried on, as he had done for hours before.  Suddenly he stopped. "Hey, what's that smoke?  Where could that be coming from?" he wondered as he stared in the distance.   "It's coming from the city, you Rebel Scum!" an imperial commander informed the rebel.  Stalker looked around and saw a squad of stormtroopers with their blasters drawn and aimed at him.  "Surrender now or die."  As Stalker moved to put his hands in the air, he grabbed a thermal detonator and dropped it in front of him and leaped away from it.  "RUN!!!!" was the last word the commander ever said, as the explosion took out the squad.

"Well, now they know I'm here." Stalker muttered. "Better go scavenge whatever gear they have." Stalker began patrolling the nearby area when he stumbled upon a small encampment.  "Hello, what's this?" he asked as he picked up a datapad.  After attempting to access it he found it was encrypted.  "This should be useful later on!" he smiled as he picked up a few other supplies and turned back towards the besieged city.

Colonel Stalker

Safehouse. Are we there yet? Oh yeah, we made it. At least, I think we did. Uh, yeah. OK. Now, what planet're we on?
 

Janet winced. Her thoughts seemed scrambled. Even before they'd reached their goal within the city, it seemed that something was amiss, not feeling herself. As the hours wore on, not the business of adjusting of their local garb to better blend in, nor the light meal supplied, assuaged that feeling. Now she was sure of it; it was getting worse. 

 

She put her hand to her brow and sqeezed her eyes shut as she fought to line her ideas out into a single, organized, understandable order. 

 

Objectives. They should come first, yes. What were they again?

 

As she rifled through her brain to locate those sneaky objectives that seemed just outside of her reach, she realized that someone's voice was trying to make contact with her.

 

"General," it was saying from some far-off place, "you all right?"

 

She raised her head, which felt like someone had piled a stack of books onto it while bowed. Tricksy commandoses. Tricksytricksytricksy.

 

Her eyes focused slowly on a face she knew she should recognize. "Yeah?" she inquired thickly.

 

"By the Force, you don't look so good."

 

"Fine. Get them ready, I'll find out."

 

She felt a slight pressure of a hand on her forehead. "Fever."

 

"Sithspit," someone spat.

 

"You do that. Be right there," Janet said with a strange feeling of being suspended in another world. One part of her looked on in complete awareness and growing alarm that she must have somehow fallen prey to one of the many perils abounding on the planet, despite all the precautions taken to avoid them. The other part, incoherent, incognizant, apathetic, seemed to be more in charge, struggling against her, luring her towards a languid stream of unconsciousness.

 

":)

Skyy

Max Tallon's finger traced the same picture over the sky, a frame of green trees around the masterpiece he could see clear as day in his head.  Three figures: a man, a woman, and a child.  Then two more, taller and larger then all the rest and standing on either side of the group.  He puts his hand down, resting it beside his other behind his head and closes his eyes.  His thoughts turn to the picture in his head, the two taller figured becoming clearer in his mind.  One dressed as a Storm Trooper, the other wearing a Republic flight suit with a jacket dangling from his shoulder, the Rogue Squadron insignia patched onto it.  
  Tallon's forehead creased abit as the other figures he had traced in the sky came into view.  The man looked cheerful and relaxed with a familiar smirk on his face, though it looked more gleeful then obnoxious from him.  The woman was quiet but radiant, a contageous smile on her face as she clutched the hand of a frightened little girl with jet-black hair and blinding white tips.  The Storm Trooper and the Republic Pilot moved closer towards the three and the man motions for the woman and child to move behind him and they slowly moved back, the Trooper and Pilot still advancing until they stood side by side and the family of three was backed up against a wall.  

 

"We aren't part of the Rebelion, Max, because they make children fight.  And we aren't part of the Empire because they kill those same children before they have the chance to."

 

  Then it was over, not because he could not go on, but because a strange noise had broken the relative quiet around him.  Max sat up abruptly, a sharp pain shooting up his spine as he did so.  One could only image the look on his face when he came face to face with a cow, who took it upon itself to start chewing on his hair.  

  "You have got to be kidding me..."

 

  'MOoooOOOoo'
 

  
~Max "Wireless" Tallon~

The other other white meat

(Ed Note:  This section contains OOC data, simply to give the reader a better sense of what has just jumped into the Ketaris system.)

Commander on the bridge!"
 

Commander Jefferey Sparks walked onto the bridge of the Imperial-Class Star Destroyer Liberated, as the bridge crew snapped to attention.  He came to a halt in front of the line of captains and new recruits standing on the upper deck, waiting for him, and looked them over.

 

    "Training group, at ease.  Look around you, take special notice of what's going on around you.  When the ship's commanding officer, or the ranking officer of the watch comes onto the bridge, the deck officer calls the bridge to attention.  This happens ONLY if the ship is not currently on alert or engaged in battle.  I've seen too many officers too caught up in themselves and their own importance who've lost critical seconds during a firefight because their crew had to jump of from their stations to salute.  Also looks around you and notice a few things.  The communications officer, the sensor officer, and the gunner do NOT get up from their posts.  Their job is to watch those screens at ALL times and be ready to act, not to go around toadying and saluting.  I ever catch any of you changing the SOP on your ships from this method, I'll drag you behind this ship without a spacesuit on.  Any questions?"

 

    The group quickly shook their heads, and Jeff nodded, satisfied.  "Bridge crew, as you were."  The words were barely out of his mouth before alarm klaxons began to ring out across the ship.  "Murphy, what's going on?  All of you, find someplace out of the way to be right now."

 

    Murphy, the sensor officer, spoke up.  "Sir, it's the Dashan and the Freedom's Call.  They're messed up pretty bad.  The Blue Thunder's moving in to offer assistance."

    "Roger that.  Get the Caduceus on the comma nd tell Captain Corna to expect to start receiving wounded."

 

    He swiveled his captain's chair around to look at the AFFC captains.  "Congratulations, the battle's on.  Looks like you'll all get to see your first battle real soon." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 

"So it's going down now?"

    The Wyvern nodded to General Vran Diesato as he stepped off his personal shuttle onto the Golgan Defense Force station.  "The renegade Alec Jaggers is in command of the fleet at Ketaris, and according to Captain Henderson of the Dashan, the entire mission is FUBAR.  If we move now, we might be able to salvage it and capture Jaggers."  

 

    Vran nodded.  What about the Dashan and the Freedom's Call?"

    "Both are undergoing field repairs, and should hold up at least through the battle.  We'll put them in for a full refit here when it's over."

 

    "I'll warn the techs to order a few new gravity well generators.

 

    Wyvern nodded.  "You took care of things like I asked?"

 
    "To the letter.   We followed the plan you laid out perfectly."

    The Wyvern smiled.  "Then it's time to give Alec Jaggers a bit of a shock."  He stopped at one of the viewports that showed a panoramic view of the entire repair yards, the gleaming bulk of the MC-45 Loagor and the shining white daggers of the twin VSDs, Riptide and Tectonic, and the massive sword of the ISD Iron Whip hanging motionless and dark, all four of them listed on every official record as disabled and officially in need of repair.  Iron Whip's command tower was even still surrounded by repair scaffolding.  The Wyvern picked up his comlink and keyed the AFFC frequency, sending out a simple command.  "Golgan Battle Group, activate."

    Simultaneously, lights began to appear on all four ships, their crews having been waiting for just such a command.  All of them had been repaired for days, some for weeks, and they were all fully-loaded and armed for the upcoming battle.  As he watched, the scaffolding on the Iron Whip fell away as if in slow motion, explosive bolts being triggered and small, self-contained engines carrying it away from the gleaming Star Destroyer as the four ships began to move away from the spacedocks.

 

    The Wyvern couldn't help but grin to himself.  The AFFC was back to full fighting force, and Force help whoever got in their way.  He turned away from the viewport.  "What about your own ships?"

    "I'm not going, personally.  Someone's got to remain behind and make sure they don't try something sneaky with the home base while you're gone.  The ships I'm loaning you have been on 'patrol maneuvers' for the last few days.  They'll rendezvous with you at the nav beacon before you jump.  You'd better get going.  Good luck, General."

    Major General Derik Bel Iblis smiled.  "Thank you, General.  Time to show Alec how this game is really played."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 

"Xenen Battle Group, this is Liberated.  Procede to final position for lightspeed jump."

 

    Jeff Sparks sat back in his chair, watching the viewscreen intently as it showed him a rear view of the fleet forming up behind the Liberated, preparing for the jump to the Ketaris system.  If they followed the plan perfectly, all the various elements of their trap would arrive in syetm simultaneously, and in position based off the sensor data the Dashan had brought back.

 

    It was an ambitious plan, that much was for certain, and as far as he knew, no one had ever tried something on this scale without the benefit of something like a Jedi coordinating it.  But it would work.  It had to.

 

    "Sir?  All ships signal that they are in position and ready for jump."

 

    Jeff nodded.  "Initiate jump in five...four....three....two....one.....GO!"

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 

Alec Jaggers was actually on the bridge when it happened, trying desperately to avoid any further contact with his noghri "advisors", when the alarms began going off.

 

    A group of capital ships dropped out of hyperspace aproximately seven klicks off the Ancalagon's starboard bow.   Many, many ships.  The ISD Liberated, leading the way, followed by the Imladris, the Firestorm, the Valinor, the Raptor, the Bloody Hell, the Blue Thunder, the Harpie, and the Dashan and Freedom's Call bringing up the rear.

 

    No sooner had the sensor officer started reading off the names from the IFF signals did a second flash signal the arrival of a second fleet off the port bow, with even more familiar faces.  The ISD Iron Whip leading them, followed by the Loagor, the Tectonic, the Riptide, the Red Thunder, the White Thunder, the Organna, and the Freedom's Fire.

 

    A familiar voice crackeld over the bridge's speakers as a third group of ships jumped in ABOVE the Ancalgon's relative position, forming a three-sided pincer movement that encompassed nearly the entire battlefield.  The IFF system was quick to identify these ships as the Rebel Squadron's Flagship Battle Group, consisting of the Rebel Spirit, the Resistance, the Shadow, the Spectre, the Ghost, and the Phantom.

 

    "Blue Griffon, this is the Wyvern.  It's time to clip your wings."

 

 

<><><><><><>OOC OoB<><><><><><><><>

    Xenen Battle Group

 

    - ISD Liberated (Leading under the command of Jeff Sparks)
    - MC-85 Imladris

    - VSD Firestorm

    - Corvette Valinor

    - Marauder Corvette Raptor

    - DREAD Bloody Hell

    - VSDII Blue Thunder (GDF)

    - FRG Harpie (GDF)

    - ISDII Dashan

    - INT Freedom's Call

 

    Golgan Battle Group

    - ISD Iron Whip (Leading under the command of MGN Derik Bel Iblis)

    - MC-45 Loagor

    - VSD Riptide

    - VSD Tectonic

    - VSDII Red Thunder (GDF)

    - VSDII White Thunder (GDF)

    - MC-80 Organna (GDF)

    - ISDII Freedom's Fire (GDF)

 

    RS Flagship Battle Group

    - Home-One Class Cruiser Rebel Spirit

    - Mod. Neb-B Resistance

    - Mod. Corvette Shadow

    - Corellian Gunship Specter

    - Corellian Gunship Ghost

    - Corellian Gunship Phantom

Yes, Wyv called in MANY, MANY favors for this mission.

 

 - MGN Derik Bel Iblis, the Wyvern

    Aurora Force Second Officer

    Aurora Force Fleet Command Commanding Officer

Uk'Hra suddenly sat up from his slumber. It wasn't really a slumber, but more a time of meditation for a Noghri, though the effect was somewhat similar. He examined the computer that made the noise and purred gently. The dial said 100%. He nodded to himself, then pressed the miniature comlink into his ear.

Miles away, a tiny blip in Walex's internal comlink caused him to look up from the city vista and focus on one specific tower in the distance. He fancied he even saw a Noghri standing on one of the walkways of the building. Of course, the hushed tones of the Noghri told him he was somewhere quiet, and not outside on the windy walkways.

The transmission was short, but it told him that the file transfer was complete. Good. Ketaris didn't matter anymore.

"Captain Sifrain!"

The man looked up suddenly, puzzled.

"Yes sir?"

"Captain, take over for me for a second, I need to tend to something."

The man's eye glinted for a second as thirst for power took over.

"Yes sir!"

Walex ignored the looks of the other officers. He didn't care. They were trained imperials, they could manage the planet. He hoped they would. Besides, Thrawn had never given him specific orders to hold and control the planet. He presumed that Jaggers was in charge of that. Oh well.

The Slicer slid into the turbolift and was soon in the streets of Quizsce, passing the massive Imperial forces around the central tower. He pulled his blaster closer to himself, his sensors, both natural and artificial, suddenly tunning better to his surroundings, picking up all the little noises and shadows. He knew he was no longer protected by his Imperial forces. Now all he had to do was leave this damned planet. 

His gaze travelled eastward where he saw the borders of the APZ, nervous glances looking out for any conspicuous-looking humans. He didn't see any, but then again, the tower where his Noghri bodyguards waited for him was far, far away indeed.

Well, it didn't matter to him really whether he lived or died. As long as the information got out... and Uk'Hra had specific orders in case he died. It was all fine, all well. Good.

Wal

Alec actually smiled when the first task force of the AF fleet jumped into the system- it was finally time to start the end game.  As the second and then third groups followed swiftly, the smile died away and his face become grim and hard.  With only three of his four battle groups with him, he was rather severely outgunned.  Fortunately, Group Four was only a short jump away, having been stationed further out-system for just such an eventuality.  All he had to do was arrange for the perfect time and place to bring them in. 
      When he heard the Wyvern's familiar voice over the comm-line he smiled again, just a little, before cutting off the line.  There was nothing to say. 
       "Alright, ladies and gentlemen, they've made their move.  Stay sharp, stay focused, and, most importantly, follow my orders exactly, and we'll live through this."  He had already mentally logged the arrival and position of each ship, but he made one last check of his board before issuing his first orders 
       "Well, the Wyvern's managed to scrape together one hell of a fleet, I'll give him that, but he's left most of his force horribly exposed.  The Xenen Group's most potent ship should be the 'Dashan', but we've already pounded her halfway to her tomb- that leaves that entire battle group underpowered.  And as for the Rebel Squadrons Flagship battle group," Alec snorted, "they don't have nearly enough strength to stand before us.  Wyv's personal group though... 
       "Deploy the 'Stall Tactics', I want the Golgan Group off of us for as long as possible.  Group Three, go relative north and keep the RS Group pinned down.  Groups One and Two, we'll be going straight through the Xenen Group- we'll get one more chance to finish of the 'Dashan'.  Send orders to Group Four, I want them jumping in behind the Golgan force as soon as 'Stall Tactics' goes off. 
       "Shields up, concentrate fire, and launch all TIE fighters.  We're going in, and we're going in hard." 

+++++++++++++ 

       The Imperial fleet divided before any of Wyvern's force closed to even the most extreme weaponry ranges, with one-third heading above their original plane of flight towards the RS Flagship group and the other two-thirds going starboard, forming into a wedge that would drive right through the Xenen Battle Group. 
        One ship, though, followed neither group, instead lining up as if to take on the entire Golgan Battle Group alone.  It was a Dreadnaught, of the Katana-fleet model, and she appeared to be unmodified.  A sensor probe of her, a deep sensor probe, would have returned nothing.  Absolutely NOTHING. 
         The 'Stall Tactics' reached the outer ranges of the big guns of Wyv's force and heavy cannon fire began to flicker around her, doing little damage as of yet.  She got closer and the energy blasts got more precise, and her shields began to erode steadily.  That was when the 'Stall Tactics' blew up.  The bow went first, breaking into dozens of pieces.  The midsection went next, the breakup following a pattern that could only have come from internal explosives.  Within just a few moments, only the engine segment was left, and it continued on towards the heart of Wyv's force as if nothing had happened. 
          Under the hull though, there was nothing at all.  It was if the entire ship had been nothing more than engines and an outer shell of hull plates.  There wasn't even any kind of structural supports. 
          Whatever conclusions Wyv or the other ship commanders might have come to about what the hell had just happened must have been cut short by the spread of proton torpedoes that suddenly appeared from the empty space a few hundred meters in front of the still-moving engine segment. 
           The torpedoes received targeting information from the floating chunks of hull, but they didn't get those data updates until they left the cloaking field, which meant their momentum made accuracy very difficult to achieve.  Still, the wave of fifty torpedoes almost all managed to strike SOMETHING within the Golgan Group.  When the mines started appearing from the same area of empty space in front of the Dreadnaught's engine section, it became pretty clear what Alec had done. 
           By scooping out the Dreadnaught's inner compartments and loading a cloaking device to blank the entire area he had managed to design a heavily armored ship capable of delivering a devastating torpedo barrage to at least weaken an enemy force and follow it up with by erecting an incredibly dense minefield directly between his force and the enemy.  Quick sensor scans showed that the minefield ran heavily to the larger variety of mines- capable of doing severe damage to just about anything- but there were enough smaller antifighter devices to make any snubfighter assault costly.  And, the Wyvern would have to consider the possibility that there might be another surprise or two waiting in that cloak field. 

++++++++++++ 
OOC: 
ok, here's how the battlefield looks (correct me if I made any mistakes) 

The Xenen Group is facing Groups One and Two of my fleet head on.  The RS Flag group should shortly be engaged with my Group Three- which'll be pulling a holding action.  The Golgan Group would have an open line on any my battle groups' rear, but there's a damn good minefield in the way and the very real possibility of one last trick hidden by a cloaking device (think multi-megaton big, wired to go off if the cloak field goes down...).  Finally, Group Four will be showing up VERY SOON right on the Golgan Group's ass with orders to drive them directly into the minefield. 

Ok, now, what's really important:  Alec's OOB (marked ships are under my personal OOC protection.  You destroy them, I'm going to hurt you.  The rest are free game- just make it believable, they don't all have to die in one post guys and none of them are going to go down easy.  Trust me on this, you guys start chewing up my Star Destroyers with frigates and you're going to make me soooo angry you'll wish you had Indy coming for your throats. 

Group One (Command Group): 
*ISD II Ancalagon 
VSD II Warseeker 
Strike Cruiser (STK) Thracian 
*DREAD Juggernaught 
DREAD Wakizashi 
 
Group Two: 
*ISD Arete 
CRK Granicus 
*CRK Phalanx 
*INT Wasteland 
NEB Scythe 

Group Three: 
*VSD II Parmenio 
ESC (Escort Carrier) Hive 
*NEB Companion 
INT Atari 
LNC (Lancer) Sweeper 

Group Four: 
ISD Cithaeron 
*VSD II Amyntas 
CRK Okhrida 
*VSD Supremacy 
DREAD Punisher

-Alec Jaggers

Nikarov Ryan had arrived on board only a few hours before the chaos.  "Sensors!  What's in that dreadnaught?" he ordered.

"Nothing sir, it's empty!" the officer answered, decidedly confused.  "Well that makes two of us." Ryan thought.  "I guess we never thought we'd see action like this, or not so soon." the new captain of the Riptide considered. "But we're here now."  Suddenly the 'naught exploded and frags started flying.   

"Sith!  fragments all over the place!" sensor cursed. The navigation officer moved the ship to dodge the majority and weapons increased shields on that side.  "She's holding sir.  None got through." Weapons reported.

"Good.  What was that about..." Ryan started to wonder as the torpedoes' eyes started looking for targets.  

"Sir!  We're being scanned by targeting sensors!"

"Where?!"

"From the wreckage, sir."

"The wreckage?!  But that's empty..." the captain said blankly.

"Empty, yes.  That's what sensors did say, but it must have been hiding something." the sensor officer finished.

"But what?" Ryan turned and looked at the officer.

At that moment the communications officer jumped up. 

"Sir!  All ships in Golgan Fleet are being targeted as well." Comm reported.

"Just great, something's coming, and it's going to be bad." Nikarov Ryan thought with dread.

      Captain(he was CMDR before all this though) Nikarov Ryan

“Sen!” 

Sen looked at the surprised AFers as she and Len’s team approached them 

“Weren’t you captured?” 

She sighed and knew she had to finally explain what happened. “Yeah, kinda. The Imps picked me up and took me to Walex. He didn’t do anything except try to convince me to not delay his ‘plan’. He’s making some sort of a blueprint of a perfect planet.” 

Someone spoke up. “we won’t let him.” 

“But how did you escape?” Ben asked. 

She shrugged. “He let me go.” 

A sound in the distance  made her drop down to the ground. Imperials at war with each other? 

1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO

"YEEEEHAAAAWWWW!"  Kirghy swung the head of the AT-AT, which he had dubbed the Redstar Fury, in line with the AT-ST.  The mighty chin gun ripped through the smaller walker, raining shrapnel on top of the stormtroopers below.  Fuel from the walker ignited as the fuel tank was punctured, consuming the walker's legs and those troopers who had looked to the craft for protection.  Now, I just need to figure out how to step on all of them.....
 

 

Kirgs

Stalker continued his march onward.  "I have to be the only one left.  That, or I'm the last." the exhausted commando complained.  "We left the Dashan in a crisis, landed in a crisis, and I'm still in a crisis.  What's next?"  he thought.  As he looked up he saw the buildings of the city.  "Finally!  I'm here.  Now how do I get around the...guards?" the confused commando looked.  The city guards were gone.  In the distance a loud gun could be heard.  "Oh great, more trouble.  I'd better get in than." Stalker shook his head as he ran into the city limits.  

The late rebel took in what was around him.  There were a few civilians lingering, some imps, and even a few AF'ers.  "What'd you guys do now?" he muttered. 

"Stalks, nice you could join us." Renan taunted.

"Gee thanks. Nice to see you too." Stalker growled back.

Stalker

((OOC:  Good one with the minefield, Alec.))

'Well,' Captain Ken Burdett thought to himself, 'this is a bit of a pickle...'

The minefield that Jaggers' tricked-up Dreadnaught had placed was doing a pretty good job of blocking the path of the Golgan Battle Group.  Charging through might be the only option; the 'Organna's' comm system had picked up an encoded outgoing transmission from the 'Ancalagon', a transmission that was more than likely calling in Jaggers' missing battle group.

And Ken Burdett did not want to be stuck between a minefield and another Imperial battle group.  In fact, he'd much rather have the minefield between him and the Imperials...

"Tactical," he called out, an idea forming in his head, "what is the diameter of the minefield?"

"One kilometer in each direction, approximately.  Almost perfectly spherical."

Ken nodded.

"We're about five klicks away, right?  Comm, get me General Bel Iblis on the 'Iron Whip'.  I've got an idea for him."

'Hang on, DeLong.  We're coming.'

-----------

It turned out that the Wyvern had been thinking along the same lines.  It was risky, and they didn't have a lot of time.  But what risk was there was considerably less than that incurred by simply sitting put and debating until some Imperial ships pined them between mine and turbolaser.  Inaction was the worst enemy they had, and the only one that could ultimately defeat them.

The commanders didn't debate; Wyvern gave the order, and they acted.

Space is three-dimensional.  Battleships were rarely co-planar to each other; in fact, great advantages in fields-of-fire and positioning were to be gained by fighting on a different orientation and altitude (with respect to the galactic plane) than the opponent.  For simplicity, and ease in the case of larger ships, most non-combat maneuvers still took place on a plane parallel to that of the galaxy, and at a specific distance from the centerline of the local spiral arm.

This three-dimensionality of space also led to an interesting effect:  fixed defenses, such as minefields, became less of a physical defense and more of a psychological defense.  A ship in three-dimensional space had the option of simply going around a minefield.  This was often time-consuming and difficult; a well-placed minefield would be large enough in size to make such a roundabout trip far more difficult than simply destroying the minefield or running through it.

At the command of Derik Bel-Iblis, less than two minutes after the 'Stall Tactics' deployed the mines, the capital ships of the Golgan Battle Group re-oriented to angle of 31 degrees relative to the galactic plane.  The ships accelerated, then flickered into hyperspace.  Each left a small cloud of debris behind it.

They reappeared at a point three kilometers "above" the center of the minefield, well out of the sensor range of the outer-most mine shell.   The ships reoriented down 68 degrees and vanished into hyperspace again, just as Jagger's Fourth battle group appeared just behind where they had come from.

The last micro-jump ended, and the Golgan Battle group was diving on the rear of Jagger's First and Second Battle Groups, at a 37-degree angle.  The ships launched their fighters even as the four Victory Star Destroyers lauched a concussion missile barrage into the enemy ships.  N-1 and X-wing engaged the Imperial fighters as bombers, escorted by A-wings and TIE Advanced, made runs on the Imperial capital ships.  Then the fleets reached turbolaser range of each other, and the space was lit by the emerald glow of destructive energy.

The first ship to fall was the Carrack Cruiser 'Granicus'.

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

The commander of the ISD 'Cithaeron' was positively flummoxed.  His orders from Colonel Jaggers had indicated that he would find New Republic Battle Group, trapped between him and a deadly minefield.  Instead, he found a minefield between him and the rest of the Imperial fleet, which now seemed to be engaged on two fronts, with a third about to develop.  There did seem to be a few pieces of something between him and minefield, but he couldn't tell what they were...

Then the pieces started to move.  Transponder signals popped up, identifying each piece as a New Republic capital ship.  In reality, each piece was an escape pod, modified by the technicians at Golgan III with a certain degree of artificial intelligence and a good bit of extra fuel, allowing it to serve as an excellent decoy.  They were employed in that purpose now.

Half of the escape pods rushed the minefield, triggering them.  Several were stationary explosives, which simply detonated when something identified as a New Republic vessel came near.  These destroyed several of the escape pod decoys and wiped out several of the mines around them.

The rest of the mines carried rudimentary propulsion units.  Their seekers were none to bright, simply locking on to anything transmitting the IFF signal of a New Republic capital ship and tracking it until the mine either hit or ran out of fuel.  These began to chase the remainder of the decoys, which promptly turned around and began flying back towards the other pods, running a pre-programmed maneuver.

The first group of decoys all died, but not before the mines got in range of the second group, which promptly turned and ran in the direction of the Imperial Fourth Battle Group.

The Imperial commander froze when he saw the pell-mell group of escape pods and mines heading right at him.  A few turbolaser shots were fired, destroying a few mines and escape pods, but the rest kept coming, their own speed and the momentum of the Fourth Battle Group's hyperjump forcing them to close faster than the crews could react.

The mines had almost closed to detonation range when the escape pods entered into the space of the Imperial forces.  Escape pod after escape pod began death dives into the Imperial ships, each one being trailed closely by three to fifteen anti-capital ship mines.  One pod smacked straight into the bridge tower of the 'Cithaeron'.  The trailing mines blew the tower apart and damaged the rest of the upper superstructure, causing the decapitated ship to drift away, directionless and powerless.

Within minutes the Fourth Battle Group was decimated.

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

"Good idea about the mines, General."

"Thanks.  Good job with the jumps, Ken."

"Aw shucks, General.  You were 'bout to figure it out yourself."

"Ken, are you as 'country' as you make out to be?"

"You betcha, General.  I love it on the Outer Rim!"

Ken Burdett laughed to himself as General Bel-Iblis shook his head and signed off.  They were coordinating now with Captain Sparks on the 'Liberated', working to crush Jaggers' force between their pincers.  It was only a matter of time.

'Glad you could make it, Captain Burdett.'

Ken smiled as he heard the Force-voice of Rachel Delong.

'Got my message, I take it?'

'I did.  Though why I'm responding, I don't know.'

'No reason at all?'

'Well, maybe one... thanks.  Didn't really want to die alone, you know.  At least this way I can know I took an annoying hick with me.'

Ken was pretty sure she was joking with the death part.  He simply sighed, and they both returned to their respective battles.

((OOC:  So yeah, thats how I'd get past a minefield.  Anyway, if anyone is curious, here are the fighters and a few Captains from the GDF ships that are taking part at Ketaris:

ISDII Freedom's Fire


CO:  Captain Aryn Campbell, GDFXO


XO:  Commander Zumdahl Kahn



Squadrons




Golf





12 TIE Interceptors




Hotel





12 N-1 fighters




Papa





12 N-1 fighters




Juliet





6 X-wings





6 TIE Advanced




Kilo





6 XG-1 Gunboats





6 B-wings




Lima





12 TIE Interceptors

MC80 Organna


CO:  Captain Ken Burdett


XO:  Commander Raye Iron



Squadrons




Red





12 X-wings




Blue





12 A-wings




Green





12 B-wings

VSDII Blue Thunder



Squadrons




India





6 X-wings





6 N-1 fighters




Mike





6 A-wings





6 N-1 fighters




November





12 B-wings

VSDII Red Thunder



Squadrons




Oscar





12 N-1 fighters




Sierra





12 N-1 fighters




Tango





6 N-1 fighters





6 B-wings





VSDII White Thunder



Squadrons




Victor





12 N-1 fighters




Whiskey





12 N-1 fighters




Yankee





12 N-1 fighters

FRG Harpie



Squadrons




X-Ray





12 B-wings




Zulu





12 B-wings

Just FYI.  In case anyone was curious :)

End OOC.))

LCL Carlos DeLong/Captain Ken Burdett, MC80 'Organna', NR Military Liason to the GDF

AFXO

Harbinger 2

Sen assembled some of her infiltration team together. “We don’t have much time. We need to get this over with ASAP. Pick your targets and go.” 

1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO

She found herself sitting amidst nothingness, watching as the images of her life flickered in front of her, as if projected onto a screen.  One memory bled seamlessly into the next – her life in review, the highlight reel, playing in front of her eyes.
            She hadn’t heard the footsteps coming up, but suddenly, there was someone there, standing next to her.  She didn’t even need to look.  “Hi, Daddy.”
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            “Uncle Nylan?”

            Nylan Bridger looked up from his work, at his cousin’s desk in her quarters, where he was staying so he could look after her kids.  He frowned slightly at the red-haired child standing in the doorway, in her pajamas.  “What is it, Ari?”

            The little girl bit her lip.  “Uncle Nylan, what did Granpa look like?”

            Uncle Davil?  Why does she want to know what Uncle Davil looked like?  Assuming she’s not talking about Ispa...  A cold shiver worked up the Jedi’s back.  If that man is after these kids again, I’ll handle him myself this time.  “Well...your mom’s dad looked a lot like I do.”

            Arilyn bit her lip again and nodded, turning to go back to the bedroom.  Nylan frowned again.

            “Why, sweetheart?”

            She hugged the doorframe as she looked back at him again.  “He said not to worry.  He’ll take care of Mommy.” 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            She looked toward her father, dead all these long years.  “Come to check up on me, Daddy?”
            The Force spectre of Davil Bridger smiled.  “Something like that.  It hurts, doesn’t it?”
            “Everything hurts,” she admitted, then sighed.  “I’m so tired, Dad.  I’m tired of all of it.”  She looked back toward the images.  “What’s dying like?”
            Her father smiled.  “Well...it’s overrated.  But, when it’s time to go, you know it’s time to go.  Curse of the line or something like that, your uncle used to say.  Of course, he was cursed with the knowledge of when it would be time for each of us.”
            “Even me?”  She asked quietly.
            The long dead policeman nodded.  “All of us.”
            There was silence for a long moment, as father and daughter watched the memories of the daughter’s life.
            “Should I be afraid?”  she finally asked quietly.
            Her father shook his head, smiling a little.  “Of course not, honey.  I’ll be here to take care of you.  Always.”
            Tears gathered in her eyes as she looked up toward him.  “I’ve missed you, Daddy.”
            The tears were reflected in the ghost’s eyes as well.  “I missed you, too, sweetheart.”  He knelt down and hugged her, held her, while his daughter cried.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Indy winced as the pain continued to build.  Silent tears rolled down her cheeks as she lay on the stretcher, half lost in a dream that secretly, she wished would never end.

VA Indiana Bridger

The planning session hadn't gone as well as Deuce hoped.  In fact, it hadn't gone well at all.  Surveying the table, he noted that his party was full of lightweights.  He shook his head sadly.  The three other men had long since adjourned to their rooms, leaving Deuce alone with vast quantities of alcohol, which...usually wasn't a good idea.  Staring down at his empty glass, his eyes glazed over with what couldn't have been just the alcohol's effect.  

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

The thoughts kept coming back to him.  He couldn't hide from them.  Children's faces swirled in his head.  Laser burns and the smell of burning flesh.  He could feel his hand on the control yoke, his fingers pulling the trigger, but he couldn't stop himself.  "Two Flight, acknowledge.  We followed orders here." came the voice of Tempest Five, Lieutenant Sienn Sconn.  Orders.  Klivan blinked and he was another world away -- Corellia, his homeworld.  "Prove it, Klivan.  Prove you're one of us." The girl before him twitched and struggled against her captors.  "C'mon, Klivan, you want to be part of the gang, don't you?"  His twelve year old hand could barely hold the blaster pistol they'd provided him.  Small for his age and frightened, he knew they'd kill him if he didn't kill her. Big brown eyes looked up at him and he fired.  Blink.  Blood everywhere -- he was on the Pride of Contruum.  The hangar bay.  He lurched in his seat.  Any minute now Alliance Security would take him into custody.  He had to end this the only way that ever worked.  He filled his glass again and sucked it down.

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

Wiping his mouth, his breath came back to him easier.  It was passed.  And he was drunk.  "Uh...", he muttered to himself, assessing his level of drunkeness.  Yes, it was time.  Staggering over to the jukebox, he put on a traditional sea chanty from Corellia, an upbeat smuggler's tune.

"Ahoy, scurvies!" he yelled to the other patrons of the bar in time with the music.  He began singing and strutting around the bar like an AT-ST gone horribly wrong.

"Twas on the freighter Reanus, sithspit, you should have seen us!  The ship's logo was a whore in bed! and...something!"  Klivan was forgetting the words, but he forged onto the second verse.  "The Captain of this lugger, he was a dirty bugger!  He wasn't fit to shuffle dung from one place to another!  Friggin' in the riggin, friggin' in the riggin!  Friggin' in the riggin, there was kriff all else to do!" The other people in the bar were now staring at Deuce, a mixed expression of amusement and horror.  Now, granted, Deuce had had quite a bit to drink, but he still remembered the third verse, clearly.  "The first mate's name was Morgan!  Sithspit, he was a gorgon!  Ten times a day he'd stop and play with his kriffing organ!  Friggin' in the riggin', friggin' in the riggin', friggin' in the riggin', there was kriff all else to do!"  Deuce was on a chair now, assuming the pose of a statuesque naval hero to the cheers and heckling of the assembled crowd.  "Last verse!", he shouted.  "Sing it if you know it!"  He continued onward:  "The Captain had a daughter who fell in deap sea water!  And by her squeals we knew the eels had found her...uh...", Deuce began to lose his nerve and merely gestured to a part of a nearby female's anatomy.  Looking around at the assembled crowd he realized this whole song and dance bit was probably a bad idea.  Still standing on the chair, he began to wobble a bit as the song ended. Half the crowd booed him incorrigably, and the other half was on their feet cheering.  Deuce bowed deeply and jumped off the chair, whistling his way to a bar stool...

-Deuce

Kaz slipped quietly through the dingy streets of Quizcse, trying to attract as little attention to himself as possible.  Though he’d managed to “appropriate” a set of civilian clothes shortly after entering the city, there was always the chance the wrong people might take interest in a new face in the crowd.  As he walked, fresh guilt began to gnaw at him for his decision to leave the rest of the group behind to seek out information.  But what choice did any of them really have? They were alone on a planet held by hostile forces, cut off from any form of support and entirely in the dark in general.  

‘Not to mention the CO…’

Having only regained a fraction of his Force abilities, Kaz had nevertheless felt the strain on Indy as she’d somehow managed to cloak the group long enough to pass the checkpoint undetected.  He wasn’t entirely aware of just how extensive her injuries were, but it was painfully obvious she needed medical attention as soon as possible. Unfortunately, Kaz had been only too aware of what would likely happen if they were to show up at a hospital and someone decided to ask a few questions about their flimsy background stories. Every city had it’s own alternative means of support for the legally challenged, and Kaz hoped that if he asked the right people he’d be able to find medical help for Indy as well as get them all off the planet in one piece.

“Only question is…where?”

As Kaz turned a corner, he smiled to himself, having seen the answer appear before him like magic. Standing alone at the end of the street was the type of seedy bar Kaz had frequented far more often than he’d care to admit over the years.  He scanned the outside of the building, with it’s flashing neon sign depicting a cartoonish Bantha involved in a blatantly obscene dance routine. Kaz smiled slightly as he approached the bar, grateful for a stroke of luck for once during this catastrophe of a mission.

A minute later, Kaz was seated at the bar, sipping at his drink and nonchalantly scanning the crowd of bar patrons for a likely contact. The sound of obnoxiously loud singing began emanating from a back corner of the bar, and Kaz turned his attention towards the drunken man that was it’s obvious source.  Kaz shook his head slightly, resuming his silent search of the bar for someone who looked like they might have the information he sought.

-Kaz

Sen turned to leave, and a group of stormtroopers came out of nowhere. Out of reflex She fired her borrowed blaster. After a few seconds she realized how bad her aim was. But. . . The five stormies were dead. She turned to Neesh. “You’re good. Did I hit any of those?” 

Neesh gave her a serious look. 

“Oh, crap. I really need to practice more. Hey, can you teach me?” 

“Watch and learn.” 

She was glad she was with someone who was experienced. “Any target ideas?” 

He nodded. 

A TIE bomber flew overhead. She swore. Down a street more stormtroopers headed their way towards the safehouse. 

-1LT Sen Richardson 
Harbinger CO

Alex had abandoned the roof when it became evident that he was the highest thing in the whole area and, as such, the easiest to hit. He had managed to do some damage, but finally retreated.

This is not my forte. He thought. Massive battles with hundreds on a side leave you as a statistic waiting to happen. I prefer the more... personal approach. To that end, he had snuck away from the safehouse, following the streets around so that he could ambush somebody from behind. He found a nice secluded spot in the shadow of a dumpster and waited. He saw a squad of stormtroopers slowly walking down the street, looking everywhere. Must be others who are doing the same, and they're scanning for them. Alex thought. Suddenly one of the troopers pointed.

"There! There! In the shadows!"

"Damn thermal imaging!" Alex said as he fired a shot, nailing one in the head, then barreled off down the street.

-Alex

 Blazer sat on the edge of the bed in one of the rooms Deuce had rented out.  Someone knocked.  Blazer rose, gripping the hold out blaster Deuce had given him earlier, "Who is it?" Blazer challenged, while pressing against the door.
    "It's me, Lamin."  was the muffled response.  Blazer opened the door to let his commander in, but he didn't enter.  "Blazer, I need you to go keep an eye on Klivian, before does something stupid down in the bar."

    "Why me, I'd just get creamed in a bar fight."

    "I'd rather have you prevent any bar fights in the first place."

    Blazer sighed, "Fine, I'll go keep an eye on him"  Lamin turned and made his way into his room, "...not that he'll listen to me..." Blazer muttered as he shoved the pistol into his belt and made his way down to the bar.  He made it in at the end of Deuces little karokee event.  Well, looks like he hasn't gotten into any trouble, for now.  guess I'll just sit somewhere... safe I hope.  Blazer swallowed audibly and made his way near the bar...

 

    Kaz sat at one of the barstools, searching for someone that would give him the information he wanted.  He knew all he had to do was be patient.  He saw a human zig-zag his way toward the bar, keeping to himself and avoiding eye contact with anyone.  He watched him out of the corner of his eye until he made his way to the bar.  Then he saw it, just slightly, but un-mistakable, a med kit was attached to his belt.  Well well well, what do we have here.  He just might do part of the trick atleast he thought to himself as he leaned slightly toward the man...

 

    Blazer leaned up against the bar, hoping it was a safe spot to be.  He didn't frequent bars, so he wouldn't know the place to be, but atleast he'd be able to fly over the bar to use as cover.  At first he didn't hear the pssssst like noise, but the second time came much stronger. PPPSSSSTTTTT...  Blazer turned to see a man sitting on a barstool, sligtly leaning toward him.  "Hey, I gotta question for ya."

    Blazer didn't know what to do, "Uhh, I suppose."

    "You a doctor."

    "Kind of..."

    "Good enough.  I got some, hurt, folks that I have hiding down an ally.  Think you can help them."  the man cut Blazer off.

    "I don't know if I should..."  Blazer said doubtedly, looking around to see if there was anyone to help him, but for his, there was Deuce, in the corner, yapping away with other drunken bar-goers.

    "Either you do or this meeting never took place."  The man growled slightly and pressed something that felt like a blaster barrel against Blazer's side.  "Do I make myself clear?"

    "umm, crystal" Blazer squeaked out.

    "Gooood, now then, they are down a few blocks, next to a duracrete plant, on the south side, you can't miss it.  And don't try anything funny, cause I'll know before you can even think about it."

    All Blazer could was nod...

 

    Blazer made his way down the city, avoiding all the people in the slums.  His mind wandered, blurring into a kalediscope of thoughts This is stupid Barnes.  I meen that could have been an imp trying to kill you, and is sending you into a trap.
    Because you have a mandate to help anyone that needs medical help.
    Yeah, and you can tell me that after I'm dead.
    You aren't dead yet.  You just have to trust yourself.  You wouldn't have listened to that man if you didn't.
    Maybe your right, I dunno though.  Something about all this seems a bit odd... and sithspit, I forgot about telling anyone where I'm going!
    They didn't need to know, they'd get in your way anyways.  An imperial patrol would get more suspicious of them.  They all have the aura of a fighter around them.  That you do not have, which gives you the advantage.
    Yeah, but if I die, I'll never be able to talk to Julie again.
    That is the risk you take.  But if you don't go to where he said, other people may die that you could have saved.
    And what happens if I can't save them.
    Sometimes, people are meant to die.  You can't play god.
    I suppose, but you know how I hate it when I lose a patient... Suddenly Blazer mind stopped spinning from hearing someone yell out "Freeze!"

    Sithspit, its a trap...  Blazer put his hands in the air, and slowly looked around.  He somehow made his way south of the Duracrete plant.  Great, I bet they'll stun me and bury me alive in a duracrete.  Great, just great...

 

 

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Your Local Hope Wing CO

The One, The Only, The Medic.

Kirghy had stopped trying with the AT-AT.  The troopers were just too small and agile to step on.  Besides, he had a mission to complete.  Manipulating the walker's movement controls, he lowered it just enough for the top of the command section to be level with the same building he had jumped from.  Before he exited the walker, he downloaded the internal map into a datapad.  After a careful examination, he believed he found where he needed to go.  It seemed to fit all of the clues from the bits of Partija's attitude he had seen before.  It was just a matter of getting there.  
   Moments after exiting the walker, he had an idea that required that he find someone.  After a couple of minutes of wandering about, avoiding stormtroopers whenever he could, he found her.  "Lieutenant Laurelin, come with me.  I need your help with something."

====================================================

   "A speeder, sir?"

   He let a smile cross his face.  "Yes, a speeder.  I need you to drive to these coordinates and drop me off on the roof."  Laurelin's face contorted in a way that told Kirghy she wasn't comfortable with just "dropping him off" on an enemy held building.  "Look, I know Lamin doesn't want anything to happen to you.  That's why you were still at the safehouse.  However, you know the mission.  With the whereabouts of Lamin's team unknown, we have to do something.  But as soon as I get out, I want you clear, okay?  Just stay low and fly casual.  Now let's go."  

   The ride wasn't as long or as exciting as they had feared.  It seemed the Imperials were busy elsewhere.  In a matter of minutes they had arrived at the roof of a hotel, one that also had a landing pad with what looked to Kirghy to be a very suspicious ship.  One of the YT-Series from CEC, it looked slightly out of place.  After he stepped out of the speeder, Laurelin departed, leaving him alone by a ship that could only belong to his prey.  Now, all he had to do was wait for Walex to arrive....

 

 

Kirgs

The white wedge known as the 'Chimaera' hung suspended in space.  Its location was merely a set of three-dimensional coordinates defining a specific point in the galaxy.  No planets or stars were set nearby, it was simply another random point in space.  The 'Chimaera' hung there, alone with its guest. 

Yet it wasn't as alone as its crew thought it was.  One of its sensor boards had detected an energy emission from a reversion to realspace.  Nothing else was found, so the reading was labeled a computer error and promptly forgotten. 

Invisbility doesn't imply nonexistance.  Thrawn's use of cloaking fields proved that, which may have in part led to the dismissal of the reading:  if there was something there, then it was probably Imperial in origin. 

But there are other ways to shield a ship from sensors aside from a cloaking field. 

The espionage ship 'Peregrine's Claw', encapsulated in its holoshroud and hidden by stealth technology and sensor spoofs, hovered seven kilometers away from the 'Chimaera'.  Jaq Pellman had tracked the flagship of the Imperial Grand Admiral across much of that section of galaxy, and now his quary was in reach.  Somewhere on that ship was his abducted nephew, Carlos DeLong, Executive Officer of the Aurora Force. 

The 'Chimaera' simple hung there.  It made Jaq nervous. 

He'd been tracking Grand Admiral Thrawn for days, moving from Xenen to a supply depot and now to here, an empty area of the galaxy.  Now, he'd found him. 

Jaq had no idea what to do next. 

"So," said Tag Rendar. 

"So." 

"We've found him.  What do we do now?" 

"I'm working on it." 

A pause. 

"You've got no clue what to do now, right?" 

"We've just caught a Star Destroyer.  I just want to know if its the right one." 

Tag nodded, and felt out with the Force. 

"He's on there." 

"You felt him?" 

"No, but there's a section on the 'Chimaera' that is Force-empty." 

"Ysalamiri?" 

"If you were holding a Guardian captive..." 

"Right, right.  That makes things a bit more interesting." 

They both lapsed back into thought, watching the Star Destroyer through the viewport.  They were like a dog who finally caught one of the speeders he'd been chasing:  now that they had it, they had no clue what to do with it.  The ysalamiri wouldn't affect Jaq, but Tag would loose her Force connection as any rescue attempt got close to Carlos.  Which would be the moment when they would probably need her Jedi skills the most. 

Jaq was still at a loss five minutes later when Peregrine sounded an alarm. 

"New sensor contacts departing from the 'Chimaera'," the AI called out.  "Two total; one is a Corellian Gunship, the other is an assault shuttle." 

"Peregrine, did they see us?" 

"Can't tell yet... wait.  No, I don't think they did.  The two ships are heading off away from us.  Breath easy, guys.  The holoshroud is better than that." 

His cockpit sensors had noted that Tag and Jaq both were holding their breath. 

"This IS Thrawn we're talking about, Peregrine," Jaq replied.  "Expect the worse." 

"Noted.  The Gunship and shuttle are entering hyperspace." 

"Okay, this could give us an opening." 

"Jaq, how exactly does this give us an opening?" Tag asked. 

"I don't know, but its something." 

"The 'Chimaera' is reorienting." 

That announcement from Peregrine sent the cockpit into a brief pause of shear, utter terror. 

"What's he doing?  Peregrine, is the 'Chimaera’ bringing weapons to bear on us?" 

"Negative.  Sensors indicated 'Chimaera' is orienting for a hyperspace jump.  He's bringing the engines on-line." 

Jaq pounded the bulkhead in frustration. 

"No, we're so close... Peregrine, get ready to disengage the holoshroud.  If we can lure them to stay, we might have a chance to-" 

He was interrupted when the 'Chimaera' disappeared into hyperspace. 

"Track him!  Track him!" 

"Tracking," Peregrine replied, his voice almost annoyingly calm.  "Five possible destinations- no.  No, I know where he's going." 

Peregrine displayed the map, and highlighted the Ketaris system. 

Tag cursed. 

"Peregrine," Jaq said, his voice now as calm as that of the AI.  "Can you get us there before Thrawn?" 

"I can give us five to ten minutes of lead time." 

"Do it.  Lets hope its enough." 

The 'Claw' vanished into hyperspace, heading for the Ketaris system.  The Aurora Force was going to face Grand Admiral Thrawn in combat; Jaq only hoped the few minutes warning that he could give them would be enough. 


LCL Carlos DeLong/COL Jaq Pellman 
AFXO 
Harbinger 2

Walex breathed a sigh of relief when he finally spotted the entrance to the tall spire on top of which his YT-2000 rested. A quick comm signal and a laser targeter confirmed that the Noghri were well alert and keeping an eye on him as he approached. They would lose sight of him for the brief time that it took him to enter the building and ascend with the turbolift, but otherwise he was covered.

Well, to a certain degree. It would take the Noghri at least ten minutes to descend from the top of the tower to any location that he was at. With each step he took, the response time shortened. Soon it would be only nine minutes. 

He took some relief in that, but it also gripped him with guilt. He felt like he was running away, leaving all the battles behind him like a coward. In effect, he was... but his mind was not ready to admit it yet. Something kept nagging at him, telling him to go back and finish what he started, but he dismissed it as leftovers from the attempted brainwashing sessions. After all, he was not fighting another mindless enemy, but his old comrades. 

The very word comrades brought with it an immense amount of guilt. He felt he had no right to use it after what he did. He felt as if...

It didn't matter now. It sure as hell didn't. He was a slicer, no matter his allegiance, and he was trained to do his job. The lives of countless millions rested upon his shoulders... or so he thought. Sadly he did not know at the time the miserable outcome of his little economic ideas. It would prove to be one of the grander errors of his life. But at the time, it did not matter, nor did his fleeing the scene of the battle. He had to get the information out. It gave him resolve to get to that damned ship, blast off this planet. 

It was only too late that he realized that he had dropped his guard and had slackened his pace... his senses were now fully alert, a little warning siren buzzing in his ear. Someone was here.

Wal

Alec grew slightly more confident as the 'Stall Tactics' erupted, spewing its lethal spray of torpedoes and mines toward the Golgan Group.  The initial engagement against the Xenen Group likewise made him feel more secure in the outcome of the battle.  With his 'Ancalagon' flying point and two other Star Destroyers formed around him in a spearhead formation, he cut through the weaker New Republic force easily. 
    Unfortunately, his growing confidence broke as the Golgan Group masterfully evaded his minefield.  "Where the hell did they get those decoys?" he demanded of the bridge, recieving no reply.  He watched the tactical dispaly as the Golgan Group reoriented, "Tighten formation!  We're about to get hit!" 
     The Golgan Group dissapeared into hyperspace... and reappeared a second later, right on his tail.  As the Wyvern's fleet blasted into the smaller warships that had followed the Star Destroyers' charge agains the Xenen Group, Alec was already ordering his fighter squadrons to form up. 
     "Alright, as soon as their salvo ends, we're hitting them back just as hard."  The incoming fire didn't stop, but it did slacken as the VSDs expended their first missile loads.  "Fire!" Alec ordered. 
    From dozen of points, all shielded by the rear-guard warships, the TIE bomber squadrons of Alec's fleet unleashed their torpedoes.  All of them.  There was no reason to hold back now, and with the Dreadnaughts, Carracks, and other light cruisers providing targeting information, they had their best shot and doing some serious damage.  Less than half of the torpedoes made it through- between the screen of enemy fighters, point-defense cannon, and various debris from the engagement against the now-scattered Xenen Group most of the warheads were destroyed long before doing any damage- but enough got through. 
      "Good work!" Alec cheered, seeing the explosions that blossomed between his fleet and his enemies.  He hadn't succeeded in destroying any of the warships arrayed against him, but he had forced them back, buyiing enough time to finish driving through the Xenen Group and come reorient.  Now both fleets were positioned to go head-to-head in a good 'ole slug-match with the Xenen Group- starting to recover enough to limp away behind the Golgan Group- between them. 
      "Status," Alec demanded, reveling in the tense moments before the battle would begin again.  Unless he was wrong, both himself and the Wyvern were out of cute tricks to pull, it was time for the real fight. 
        "Group Four was chewed up by the mines," Captain Keller responded to Alec's order, "The only vessels still operative are the 'Amyntas' and 'Supremacy', but neither are exactly in good shape.  Between ourselves and Group Two we lost the 'Thracian' and the 'Scythe' is looking pretty bad, most of our corvettes are pretty battered too and several went down in the initial assault." 
        "What about Group Three?" 
        "They're holding firm against the RS Battle Group." 
        Alec nodded, so, neither side was going to be getting help from their reserves anytime soon.  "Have the 'Amyntas' and 'Supremacty' move to pincer the RS Battle Group." 
        "Sir, another vessel has arrived- transponder ID is 'Peregrine's Claw'." 

++++++++++++ 

The two fleets slammed into each other like a pair of shockball players.  Victory Star Destroyers launched wave after wave of warheads into each other while their larger brothers erupted with turbolaser and ion cannon fire.  Shields held, flickered and opaqued, and then collapsed.  Undaunted, the ships continued foreward, as if they could somehow force their opponents back with their own momentum. 
          On his command deck, Alec watched it all in silence.  Outside, men were dying as fighters or smaller combat ships were blasted out from beneath them.  Inside, he felt the grief over those deaths whether they were his own Imperials or his former comrades on the other side- after all, he agreed with both sides on several points and had friends on both sides.  He was just fighting for the Imperials at this moment. 
           "Sir, another ship has arrived.  Its the 'Chimaera'!"  Alec didn't know whether to laugh, cry, or curse, so he did nothing.  He had done his best to follow the Grand Admiral's orders- to keep the Aurora Force bottled up on Ketaris until the rest of this war was over- but now Thrawn had chosen to step in himself.  Alec knew that most likely meant the entire Aurora Force would now be slaughtered. 

Jag

   "Stop, Walex."  Kirghy smiled, realizing that he had guessed correctly about where to go, and knowing that if things went well, this would be over.  At least he thought it would be.  He would worry about that later.  "Hands in the air.  Slowly."  Kirghy held his blaster steady as Walex complied.  He was ready to defend himself if necessary, with or without Indy's authorization.  "Good.  Now, turn around."  A few seconds later, he was looking his "enemy" in the eyes as he closed some of the distance between them.  He could tell that Walex hadn't planned on this one.
   "Kirghy?  How-?"

   "Not important.  Just suffice it to say I made an... educated guess.  Now that we have the pleasantries out of the way, it is my duty, under Article 5 of the New Republic Uniform Code of Justice, to place you under arrest for dereliction of duty, being absent without leave, sabotage, specifically of the Ketaris computer system, and, well this one is the biggie, treason against the Republic.  You have the right to remain silent.  Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.  You have the right to an attorney.  If you cannot afford one, one will be provided by the court.  You have the right to a fair and speedy trial.  Do you understand?"

   Walex just nodded.

   "Excellent.  Now, hands behind your back."  Kirghy pulled a pair of binders from a pouch on his belt and affixed them to Partija's wrist.  "Now, we would leave, but first, you're going to call and tell whoever to release the jamming on the communications."  He pulled out a commlink.  "So, what's that frequency and encryption?  I do need to set this thing."

   Please, just do as I ask, Walex, and we can all go home.  At least the hard part's over...
 

 

Kirgs

This can't be happening. It just can't.

"Kirghy, I suggest you drop that blaster right now. I won't reach for my weapons, I won't attempt to harm you in any way. As a matter of fact, I'll even keep my hands up, but for god's sake, drop that blaster."

A smirk crossed his face.

"And why on earth would I want to do that? Because you tell me to?"

"That, and there are two very concerned Noghri coming this way in 10 minutes."

A frown crossed Kirghy's face. It could have been a bluff, but the red color rising in Walex's face seemed too genuine. He didn't know what to make of the Imperial in front of him, but the only thing he could trust was that this man was untrustworthy. When his thoughts returned, he realized Walex had spoken again.

"...can keep them from harming you... as long as you don't have a weapon pointed directly at me. Their code... something.... ahh, I don't know. Something tells them that they need to protect me, or whatever. At this point it doesn't matter."

The rebel tightened the grip on his blaster, lifting it a little bit. 

"No, I don't think so. You give the order now Partija and I let you live."

"I would gladly do that... but you have the wrong man."

"Stop with the bickering, and DO IT!" 

The blaster's barrel swayed aggresively.

"PLEASE! Just let me explain. Kirghy, I'm no longer the commander of Imperial Forces here. I no longer have the authority to do so. I'm as good a hostage as your ordinary stormtrooper."

"Liar." 

"I wish I was."

Silence reigned for a second or so.

"So you really don't have any power anymore?"

The statement carried within itself a note of contempt; almost as if he was cheated out of a prize he was due. 

"Not really..."

A second of silence again, then Kirghy's resolve returned.

"Doesn't matter, you still have to stand trial before a New Republic jury for the crimes commited against the Aurora Force."

"I don't care much for all that, nor do I care much for my own life, but for god's sake, drop that blaster now."

"Listen Partija, I've had enough of..."

"NAM'KA!"

Uk'Hra and his partner suddenly appeared on each side of Walex, snarls on their faces, their postures reminiscent of a jungle predator. 

"Kirghy, please drop it. They're not gonna wait longer..."

Wal

Sen picked an explosive out of her pack, activated it, and threw it at the Imps. She ran in the other direction, hoping she wouldn’t be blown to pieces. A few seconds later she heard the explosion. She turned and satisfactory saw the Imps down. But Neesh was nowhere to be seen. A bomber flew overhead and she dived to some shade. Hearing no bombs she scrambled to her feet. 

“You there! Freeze!” Other Imps began to chase her. 

She swore and ran east, through an alley. She pulled out another explosive. She had to time this right, or else she would miss entirely. Prior to turning, she glanced behind. Yes, this would work. She turned, and dropped the explosive. And ran for her life. She heard the explosion and turned around. The Imps were down. Good. 

“Oh oh.” She found herself out on a main street. A TIE fighter made a round in the sky. She dived back into the alleys, and just in time. Lasers scorched the ground beside her. She got back on her feet and continued to run east. 

The sounds of the TIE flying in the immediate area did not cease. She was getting tired. She needed to rest. The area changed to large rich residential housing. A large private hangar of some sort came into view. By now the TIE moved on. She hopped the fence, and swore again. A burglar alarm rang in her ears, followed by barking dogs. 

A dog knocked her to the ground and stood on her, growling at her. She screamed. She was not used to animals. For all she knew these dogs could tear her top shreds. Another dog arrived and licked her face. The one on her stopped growling and licked her too. She tried to move, and he growled again. “Okay. . . Nice doggie. Please don’t hurt me. I’m trying to liberate your world, but doing terrible at it.” 

A whistle to her right made the dogs back off her. She sat up and used the sleeve of her shirt to wipe the slobber off. She stood and turned to the whistle-holder. 

“Hold it right there.” A handsome man approached with caution, pointing a heavy blast at her, whistle in other hand. She smiled in a girlish way. He was cute. The dark hair, the dark mysterious eyes, right jumpsuit outlining his muscles, and tall. She laughed, realizing how much of an idiot she must look. He smiled too, but quickly faded. “Hands on your head, and follow me.” 

She obeyed, and was led into the private hangar. She widened her eyes and stopped when she saw the sleek, shiny starfighter in it. “Sweet ship.” 

“Thank you. Over there.” He pointed to a column supporting the hangar. She walked over. 

She had no thought of knocking him out as he searched her and took her pack, weapons, and wallet. He dropped it all on the ground a few feet away. 

“Turn around and lean against the column.” She did so and saw he had some rope in his hands. He pulled her arms around the column and restrained her with the rope tightly. She winced at the tightness. He chuckled and came back in view. “Canadia Acton. 18 years old. Beautiful, yet deadly with your weaponry.” 

She smiled. “I’m with the New Republic. Trying to liberate this world from the Empire.” 

He stepped in close, only inches away. It felt odd, she had to look up at him. “I like your perfume, rebel.” he swept her hair away and kissed her neck. 

“Hey. . . Hey! I happen to like someone. And its bug spray.” She somewhat felt uncomfortable. 

Be backed off and gave her a questioned look. 

“Okay. It is perfume. I figured I needed something in hopes to blend in as a human female.” 

His stare did not leave. 

“His name is Keiran. He’s a new recruit. I‘m his squad CO. I do like him.” 

“Why are you a rebel?” 

“I hate the Imps. They control my homeworld and forced me off. And they killed my fiance.” 

“I’m sorry.” He turned away and went to prep his fighter. 

She examined his fighter. Not a regular one. One that must have been specially made. A four seater, oddly enough. Yet it looked fast and maneuverable. And it looked it possessed weapons. It gave her an idea. “Going somewhere?” 

“Yes.” He called back. 

She pretended to make a sad face. “Going to leave little me alone here?” 

He returned, grinning. “You’re cute, beautiful. And I am going to call you that for now on, beautiful.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

“Tell me about your cause.” 

“I already said it. You want in?” She asked hopefully. 

“I don’t like the Imperials, either.” 

“The Aurora Force could really use your help. We ran into some problems arriving. All of our forces are scattered across the city.  Some shuttles could even be lost. I have one stored away on a farm. Your fighter could be of use. There’s TIEs flying around. Our air support seems to be gone.” 

He considered this. 

“I could get you in the AF. As a pilot. We really need your help. I‘m First Lieutenant Sen Richardson.” 

“I’m Ranger.” He turned back to prepping his fighter. 

She sighed and lowered her head. 

“They must like you. To be so young, a low rank, and a squadron commander.” 

“I say the opposite. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m even thinking of resigning. I don’t think I’m capable of leading. I’m still trying to get past Jarryl.” 

“You said you have Keiran.” 

“He’s a friend. I like him, he likes me. We haven’t actually taken the next step.” 

“Would you like to with him?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then go for it.” 

“We’re in mid-mission. You’re saying while blasting Imperials, say to Keiran, ‘Hey.’ Blast another Imp. ‘Let’s go on a date.’ Throw a bomb?” 

“When you get some downtime, beautiful.” 

“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m tied up in your hangar.” 

“That you are.” He returned and released her. 

“Thank you.” She smiled. 

“Get in.” He motioned to his fighter. 

“What? I have a mission to fight.” 

“You will. I’ll help blast some Imps and visit you at your base.” 

“On Xenen.” 
---------- 
Sen did not fly much, or liked it, but she loved Ranger’s starfighter. He could tell she enjoyed the ride. They had been in the air for a few minutes, and no TIEs saw them yet. They were trying to come up with a plan when she saw a familiar figure on the ground. 

“Neesh!” 

“What?” 

She pointed to the Rodian. 

“Friend of yours?” 

“Yes.” 

He sent the ship down to land near Neesh. At first the Rodian looked he was going to shoot, but he must have saw Sen. Ranger popped the canopy open and jumped out. 

“Beautiful.” Ranger called. 

She stopped and looked back. “Yeah?” She was getting used to that nickname 

“See you on Xenen.” 

She grinned and ran to Neesh. Ranger sealed his canopy and flew away. 

“Who was that?” Neesh wanted to know. 

“A new ally of the AF. I’ll explain later. Let’s go.” 
------------ 
“What are you doing now?” Neesh asked as he followed her to a surprisingly open bar by the university. 

“Going to do something crazy.” She entered before he could object. 

Inside it was dim, loud, and full of drunk young university students. She picked up a drink and took a sip, careful to not drink for real. She stood up on the only vacant table under decent lighting. 

“Hey everyone! Let’s have a toast!” She took a moment to form her words. She hoped this would work. “Hey.  I'm, uh, I'm not a rich chick, or a APZ ganger, and I don't live in the ghettos, or eat rat’s blubber, or own a hovercar. We have a lousy governor that allowed those crappy Imps to come and take our home! I can not proudly sew my country's flag on my backpack, for that it‘s replaced by that cursed Imp symbol.. I believe in education, not policing, not taxations, not working my ass off this summer just to use up all of my credits in tuition fees. We work hard all year round studying to keep our grades up, and our so-called does not even acknowledge us! We are the future. They don’t even know about us. We are the generation that will someday give them a boot in the ass, and throw them out on the sidewalk, and laugh at how disgusted they are at getting their suits dirty. They tell us to spend spend spend. How can we do that if all of our money is spend on our education? A toque is a hat, and they think we need one this time of the year? They are not investing in us. All they do is take our credits away and just give them to the Imperials to make a ‘grand army’. A chesterfield IS a couch, which I have to sleep on every single night because I can not afford a real bed. And for god’s sake, pronounce our names right! We live in the largest city of Ketaris. We used to live on the best planet of the galaxy. Let’s change our planet back to the way it was. My name is Canadia Acton, and we are the future!” 

She figured most did not get much of what she said, but it worked. The room erupted in cheers for her. “Let’s show them our worth!” She threw her glass across the room and got off the table. 
------- 
Outside was chaos. Neesh dragged her away from the bar that now was burning to the ground. The local authorities, fire department, and even the militia had arrived to combat the blaze, for that rebel arson was suspected. But the drunken mob laid an attack on the militia. 

Above, Sen did not know Ranger kept to his word. 

1LT Sen Richardson 
-Harbinger CO

"What the-!  Tag, go evasive!  Pere... just point and shoot!"

The 'Peregrine's Claw' had jumped into the middle of the battle between the AFFC and the Imperial Fleet.  TIEs and X-wings swirled around them like angry hornets, and the small black ship required all it had to get through the initial swarm unscathed.  Pass through they did, but only into another swarm:  that of the green turbolaser shots being exchanged by the capital ships.

But since turbolaser didn't exactly move in odd spirals, Tag Rendar almost preferred flying the 'Claw' through such an environment.  With the Force it wasn't that much of a problem, but the lack of fighters in the no-mans land of a capital ship exchange was one less thing for her to have to worry about.

For his part, Peregrine stopped blasting away at TIEs with the dorsal turbolaser and switched to taking pot shots at the Imperial capital ships.

In the meanwhile, Jaq Pellman was desperately trying to get through the 'Iron Whip'.  It wasn't all that easy; Bel-Iblis was the ranking commander on the scene, was busy coordinating the AFFC's part of the battle, and consequentially wasn't quickly reachable by comm.  The comm officers on the 'Iron Whip' had been instructed to keep unnecessary communications away from him, but even then the comm lines were packed with people yelling back and forth.

He did manage to get through, though.

-----------

"Sir, there's a call for you.  Its Colonel Pellman."

"Put him through, Lieutenant."

The holo of Jaq's head flickered to life.

"Jaq, what are-"

"No time, General.  In seven minutes, Grand Admiral Thrawn will be arriving in this system."

"What... thanks for the heads up, Colonel.  Head to back and meet up with the XBG.  I want you around the 'Dashan' for now; most of her fighters are still missing so she's under strength.  Now get off this line.  I'm going to need it."

Jaq nodded and signed off.  Wyvern looked at the tactical board, taking stock of the situation.  The pincer formation he'd hoped to achieve had broken down when Alec had charged through the XBG and slowed the GBG down with the torpedoes.  Now, they were all fighting on just one front, and it was almost all that Wyv could do to just keep the line intact.

Alec's forces hadn't fully reoriented from their rush of the XBG.  The 'Ancalagon', therefore, was in the rear of his formation, flanked by the 'Warseeker' to port and the 'Arete' to starboard.  The Dreadnaughts 'Juggernaught' and 'Wakizashi' were in front and to the right of the 'Arete'.  The 'Phalanx' and 'Wasteland' were to the left of the 'Warseeker'.  The three Star Destroyer's were starting to move forward, with the intent of turning the slightly flattened delta formation into a proper vic.

Wyv's fleet was in slightly better shape, but nearly every ship under his command was damaged.  The GBG had now taken the front position of the force.  It was split into two distinct groups.  The 'Iron Whip' led the fist group, and the battle, followed by the 'Freedom's Fire' on the port side and the 'Loagar' and 'Organna' to starboard; these ships formed an asymmetrical delta shape.  To the right of this group were the Victory Star Destroyers.  The 'Riptide' and 'Tectonic' ran abreast of each other at the point of the formation, while the 'Red Thunder' and 'White Thunder' rode at the port and starboard arms of the vic, respectively.

The XBG was in the rear.  The 'Liberated', 'Imladris', and the 'Harpie' were arranged in an echelon right formation, covering the damaged 'Dashan' and 'Freedom's Call'.  The 'Firestorm', 'Bloody Hell', and the 'Blue Thunder' were arranged echelon left, providing approach cover for the smaller 'Valinor' and 'Raptor'.  They planned to move to the left and right flanks of the GBG formation, filling out Wyv's assault and defense plan while keeping the vulnerable ships closer to the middle.

The RS Flagship Battle Group was stuck in a pitched duel with the 'Parmenio', 'Hive', 'Companion', 'Atari', and 'Sweeper'.  Well, not so much with the 'Sweeper' anymore, since two concentrated barrages from the 'Rebel Spirit' had carved the Strike Cruiser in half.  Fighter dueled with fighter, and capital ship battered capital ship.  The three Gunships moved through the enemy formation like phantasms, striking at will.  The 'Atari' was still active, and still casting a local gravity field; the FBG couldn't make the microjump, yet, that would bring to the aid of the rest of the New Republic forces.

That was the situation when Jaq Pellman made the announcement that Grand Admiral Thrawn was coming.

"Comm, signal the rest of the fleet.  Tell Jeff to go ahead and move his boys into position, and tell the FBG to get a move on.  We have six minutes to wrap this up."

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

Another ship had noticed the arrival of the 'Claw'.  Nestled in the echelon guard with the 'Dashan' was a single A-wing, which at one point had been all that remained of the Star Destroyer's fighter wing.  A few squadrons had straggled in over the past few hours; most had gone to ground either on Ketaris itself or on the world's moon.  They'd followed the Imperial forces towards the engagement zone, finally managing to link back up with their mothership.  The prodigal fighters had taken up patrol around the Star Destroyer, giving the pilot of the A-wing a chance to rest.  Control insisted that Shadow come back in, but she remained outside, still hovering on patrol around the ship she had spent so much to defend.

Therefore, Rachel DeLong was on hand to witness the return of the ship sent to find her brother.  As Jaq had a bit of time getting through to Wyvern, so did she in trying to get through to Jaq.  She succeeded as the 'Claw' turned on orders and headed towards the 'Dashan'.

She hailed it.

"Colonel Pellman, what are doing here?  What's-"

"Thrawn's coming, Rachel," Jaq replied.  "He'll be here in a few minutes, so get ready."

"And my brother?"

"He's on the 'Chimaera'.  We think."

A pause.

"How long until he gets here?"

"About six minutes now.  Why?"

"And you're sure he's on there?"

"Tag felt that there was a ysalamir on the ship.  We reasoned its being used to keep your brother held in check."

"Thank you, Colonel."

She signed off.

"Shadow to 'Dashan'," she said, hailing the ship, "requesting permission to land, over."

"Permission granted, Shadow," came the voice of Janice Osren.  "Finally ready to get in and rest, huh?"

"Nope," Rachel replied, swinging her A-wing around and heading for the Star Destroyer's hangar bay.  "I need something, and then I'm coming right back out again."

She sighed.

"Tell Lassiter to get that box of his ready, plus have the deck crews bring in a load of ion pulse warheads for the box and my A-wing."

"What?"

"The 'Chimaera' is coming, and Carlos is onboard it.  I want to try something."

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

It had a taken a bit of work, but they had won some badly needed trust in the APZ by helping to defeat the Imperial patrol.  The Trandoshan gangs began to spread the word that the Aurora Force guys were all right and could be worked with.  In a few hours, representatives of all of the species gathered in the APZ had arrived at the former safe house of Len Parakan.  Beings of all species were there; those who hadn't gone with Sen, Lamin, or Kirghy were trying to work crowd control, attempting to hold back the tide of rapidly growing mob that was, quite deservedly, out for blood.

The hard part, Robert DeLong thought to himself, would be to make sure that they went after the RIGHT blood.  The atmosphere and character of the mob was rapidly approaching that of one that would rape, loot, pillage, and burn at random in the human districts of the city.  They had to play the crowd right, to utilize the present anger as a rapier instead of as a bludgeon.

To that end Robert DeLong stood before the crowd and ignited his lightsaber.  A hush fell.

"My name is Robert DeLong.  I am what you would call a Jedi Knight."

He spoke to them of what was needed.  If they wanted the Empire off of their world, if they wanted to go back to the homes they had been required to abandon, then they would need to march out of the APZ and fight.  If they were to fight, they could not just kill humans at random; he repeated to them what he said to Klivan, that the humans weren't animals, they were simply scared, and weren't considering the cost of what was going on.

By the end, by some miracle of the Force, he had gotten through to them.  The crowd was ready; their passion had been harnessed and contained, redirected from blind rage to a slender sword that possessed a clearly defined target.  The APZ gangs began to split up, under the eye of Robert, Ben, and a few other AFers who had remained behind.  Some would go to the communications stations, some to simply round up Imperial patrols and recruit from the human population.

Most headed for the garrison.

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

>          The two fleets slammed into each other like a pair of shockball players.  Victory >Star Destroyers launched wave after wave of warheads into each other while their larger >brothers erupted with  turbolaser and ion cannon fire.  Shields held, flickered and  >opaqued, and then collapsed.  Undaunted, the ships continued forward, as if they could >somehow force their opponents back with their own momentum.

>           On his command deck, Alec watched it all in silence.  Outside, men were dying >as fighters or smaller combat ships were blasted out from beneath them.  Inside, he felt >the grief over those deaths whether they were his own Imperials or his former comrades >on the other side- after all, he agreed with both sides on several points and had friends >on both sides.  He was just fighting for the Imperials at this moment.

>            "Sir, another ship has arrived.  Its the 'Chimaera'!"  

>Alec didn't know whether to laugh, cry, or curse, so he did nothing.  He had done his >best to follow the Grand Admiral's orders- to keep the Aurora Force bottled up on >Ketaris until the rest of this war was over- but now Thrawn had chosen to step in >himself.  Alec knew that most likely meant the entire Aurora Force would now be >slaughtered.

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

As the 'Chimaera' dropped out of hyperspace above the battle, no one noticed as two ships departed the space around the 'Dashan'.  One was the 'Peregrine's Claw', moving away at the authorization of the ship's captain.  The second was an A-wing that dropped from the hangar bay of the Star Destroyer and shot at full speed towards the Imperial flagship.  The A-wing was unique in two respects:  it was as black as the void, and it had what looked like a large, gray box stuck on the underside of it.

That box was an auxiliary warhead magazine.  It, along with the regular magazine on the A-wing, was packed full of ion pulse warheads, for a total of twelve.

"Rachel, are you sure about this?" Jaq asked over the comm.

"Of course I'm sure, Colonel," Rachel grunted, struggling to keep her modified fighter heading straight and not pitching down.  "He's my brother, I've got to do this."

"Just making sure you understand that you are attacking the personal vessel of Grand Admiral Thrawn with a single A-wing that doesn't fly right, and your escort is a ship that wasn't designed for that sort of thing."

She heard Peregrine's protestations about Jaq's assessment of his capabilities.

"Yes, I know that Colonel.  Just trust me."

"We do, Rachel," came the voice of Tag Rendar.  "May the Force be with you."

The 'Chimaera' began to disgorge its fighters.

"Incoming," Peregrine called out.

"I'm going to try and shoot through them, guys.  Keep me covered."

The A-wing had enough speed to outrun most of the ships in the Imperial arsenal, aside from the TIE Advance and Defender models.  The last she'd heard, though, the 'Chimaera' was only outfitted with TIE Fighters, Interceptors, and Bombers.  Rumor had it that the reason why that had occurred was that Variner and other warlords had made off with most of the post-Endor stockpiles of the more advanced ships, and weren't sharing with anyone.

Whether that was true or not didn't cross her mind; all she saw was the rapidly approaching cloud of green on her sensor display.  If she could avoid the initial onslaught, and any concussion missiles, then she would be okay; with Peregrine at her back, and her superior speed driving her forward, she would reach the target before the enemy got back to her.  Of course, those were big ifs.  With the extra magazine, she couldn't maneuver worth a flip.

She was two kilometers out from the 'Chimaera' when the enemy swarmed her.  Green laser fire coruscated across her shields, and the solar panels of the TIEs blurred past her in a frenzy of motion.  It was a moment of danger and confusion, as explosions burst around her, the 'Claw' blasting what fighters it could and helping to keep her clear.

Then she was out, and the battle was behind her, and she would be at the target in just a few seconds.  She reached out, calling on the Force, reaching for the 'Chimaera', feeling it... there.  On the port side, lower half.  A region where the Force just wasn't.

"Rach," Jaq called over the com.  "Keep an eye out.  Some of the Interceptors have shield systems."

Now there was a flaw in the plan.  Not so much so that the Interceptor would be harder to kill when she did have to dogfight, but rather that the shield system gave it extra power source that could be redirected to its twin ion engines... meaning more speed for the fighter.  Meaning that the shielded Interceptors had the capacity to overtake her.

Just as four were doing now, streaking away from the mass of fighters that was tangling with the 'Claw' and vectoring to intercept her.  Intercept her they would, and with ten seconds to go before she had the shot...

'NO!' her mind raged.  'Not while I'm so close.  No.  I can't falter now.  I just have to last a few more seconds...'

She swung the fighter down and then back up, angling for the spot on the 'Chimaera' where the Force-empty bubble was.

The Interceptors stayed on her tail.  The 'Claw' was stuck in the furball, being slower than the A-wing and also dealing with the majority of the fighters.

She was almost there.

They were in firing range.

She was almost there.

The first Interceptor fired a quad-burst; it impacted her rear shields, draining them.

She transferred shield power aft.

The four Interceptors, their shields drained by the engines, exploded as crossed turbolaser bolts raked their formation.  The YT-2000 'Vendetta' cut between the debris field and Rachel.

She didn't see it or hear Ven's calls over the comm.  She was there.  She could feel it in the Force, in where the Force wasn't, and what it told her.

In single fire mode she emptied the magazine at the 'Chimaera', using the close range and the shear volume of missiles to confuse the point defense systems.  All twelve impacted the 'Chimaera', first on the shields, then against the hull.

Blue lightning began to coruscate across that section of the ship as Rachel banged the release button, popping the magazine free of her ship and allowing her to fly normally.

"Ven!" she cried, finally seeing the YT-2000.  "When did you get here?"

"Oh, just about two seconds ago.  The party moved.  What was that all about."

"I'll tell you later.  Peregrine's in trouble."

The two ships formed up and flew away from the 'Chimaera', heading for the engaged and outnumbered 'Claw'.

'Okay, bro.  I did what you wanted me to, it's in your hands now.  Come back to us.'

Strangely, Rachel felt like he heard her.

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

When the lights, force fields, and artificial gravity went out, Carlos DeLong went instantly alert.  Now was his chance; he wasn't sure what had caused the power disruption, and he didn't know how long it would last, but it was his chance and he was going to take it.  He wasn't really sure how, since the door appeared to still be in place, but he would think of something.

In the moment after that, two smells assaulted his nostrils. The first was the smell of damaged and burning circuits, well known from his previous years of action.  The second was smaller, and less familiar, and came wafting down from the air vents.  He knew it, though, if only from once before in his life.  He had smelled in on Lantare, on the AF's first mission, when they had encountered a wall full of the creatures and had subsequently blasted them into burnt cinders.

It was the vile smell of charred ysalamiri.  Which meant he had the Force again.

Which was confirmed when he felt his sister's presence in his mind, and heard her voice speaking to him.

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

The two stormtroopers who had been guarding his cell were tossed off their feet by the power disruption.  It took a moment for them to get back to their feet; both were sort of woozy, their heads having impacted with the insides of their helmets when the gravity went off.

"What the hell was that?"

"I have no idea.  Should we check on the prisoner?"

"Good idea, the Admiral seems to want this one kept in one piece."

They turned to face the door again.  It was transparent, in order to give the prisoner an unobstructed view of some datapad placed outside.  Why, they didn't know.

"What the-"

A green light was coming from inside the cell.

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

"... and it looks like something sheared the door in two and ripped it right out of the track.  Both guards are down, and the prisoner took one of the sets of armor."

"Just find him, Lieutenant, and remember to set your weapons to stun.  The Admiral wants this one alive."

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

He was moving as quickly as possible through the corridors of the 'Chimaera'.  He heard the alert go out through the armor's internal comlink, so he knew he needed to move as carefully as possible.  Still, two officers and a stormtrooper had gotten a bit too curious; the stormie and one of the officers were know unconscious and stuffed in a storage closet.

The other officer was stuffed in a similar storage closet, but he was dead.

Carlos rounded another corner, still moving carefully.

He found it covered in unconscious Imperial soldiers.  They had been guarding a lift at the end of the hall.

In front of that lift stood the Noghri, Rukh.

"I moved fast enough that they didn't see me," the Noghri said matter-of-factly.  "I also used your style from our previous encounter; in all respects, it will appear that they were attacked and disabled by you."

Carlos stared at him.

"Why?"

"Why do you ask?  I have my own reasons, so do my people.  Here, take this lift, it will bring you to the hangar.  You can find a ship there."

The Noghri stepped aside.  Carlos nodded in thanks, then walked forward and stepped into the lift.  He set it to take him to the hangar deck.

"Carlos clan DeLong."

He turned to face the Noghri.

"When this is over, if you should see the Lady Vader, the Mal'ary'ush, give her my greetings, and my thanks.  I will never be able to do so in person."

Carlos looked upon the alien with a new understand.  Silently, he inclined his head and waist in a bow of respect, knowing this gray alien was cut from the same mold as himself, and knowing that they would never meet again.

The thought saddened him.

"I will do so, Rukh of the Noghri."

Rukh nodded in salute, and stepped back, allowing the doors of the lift to close.

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

Gamma squadron had finally been given orders to launch.  The squadron leader noted that the log indicated that someone had entered the ready room shortly before they got there, but had exited quickly thereafter.  He figured it was some crewmember coming in to prepare the room for a post-mission rest before realizing that the squadron hadn't left yet.

Apparently this crewmember also had a sense of humor; one of the boots on Gamma Twelve's flight suit was missing.  There was no time to look for it.

"You can't fly without the boot, your suit won't hold atmosphere."

"I know, I know... listen, you just go on ahead.  I'll find the frappin' boot and catch up with you."

"You sure?"

"Go.  We don't have time to waste.  You know how fast I run."

"You run like a drunk acklay, Twelve," said Gamma Four.

Twelve showed Four his middle finger.  They both laughed.

"Get going.  I'll meet up with you in the hangar."

The rest of the squadron, fully dressed in their flight suits, filled out of the room as Twelve continued to prowl for his missing boot.  He was looking everywhere, in each of the lockers, on top of the lockers, under the magazines that Six kept at the bottom of his.  There weren't that many places to hide something; granted, he hadn't looked in the refresher on in the ceiling beams yet, but he didn't think that someone would-

A *thunk* came from the refresher.  Curious, Twelve walked into the back room and saw the missing boot lying on the floor, wobbling as if it had just fallen from a height.  He walked up to the boot, bent down, and picked it up.

Then a pair of legs wrapped around his neck and lifted him off the ground, first banging his head into the ceiling and then flinging him sideways into a wall.

Carlos DeLong dropped from the exposed girders in the ceiling, landing in a crouch.  He launched himself from that crouch, moving towards the TIE fighter pilot and flip-kicking him in the side.  Carlos landed, spun to the left, and backhanded the pilot in the head, knocking him unconscious.

"Sorry, kid," he said quietly as he stuffed the man in a locker.  "You were my size."

He put the TIE flight suit on and hurried out of the ready room towards the hangar.  A crewman would find the unconscious pilot, and the stormtrooper armor stuffed in a nearby supply closet, two hours later.

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

He caught up with the rest of Gamma squadron just outside the hangar.

"Took you long enough, Twelve.  Where was it?"

Carlos shrugged, and hoped he could do it right.

"Someone hid the boot in one of the toilets.  Go figure."

By the laughing that followed the statement, as opposed to drawn blasters, he figured he got the voice right.

"Glad you got it fished out and cleaned up.  And just in time to board, to."

The squadron stepped into the hangar.  Twelve TIE Interceptors waited for them.  Carlos could see the battle raging outside the ship.

"Okay, boys," Gamma Lead said, "saddle up.  The Admiral is letting us play with these new, shielded versions today, so try not to scratch 'em.  You especially, Four.  These cost more than you're worth."

Everyone laughed and then went to their fighters.  Carlos stood for a moment, then figured out which fighter was his.  It was a beauty of a ship; the silver ball cockpit and dagger-like wings bespeaking an elegant lethality that made Carlos question the pilot moniker of "squint".  Still, it was a beautiful and deadly ship, made even more so by the addition of a shield generator.

As a former intel agent, that worried him.  As a current front-line commando with a sister who was a pilot, that worried him even more.

He climbed up the ladder to the access gantry above the Interceptor.  Like most TIE Fighters, the pilot boarded from the top.  The cockpit was small, but not as cramped as it could have been; the spherical shape permitted enough internal volume to sit relatively comfortably.  It wasn't exactly the cockpit of the 'Claw' or the command deck of a Mon Calamari Cruiser, but it was better than an A-wing.

The controls were similar enough to those in the 'Claw', and a few other craft he'd flow in the past, that he knew they wouldn't take a lot to figure out.  The actual flight dynamics would be a lot different, though.  By his best guess, the centroid of the fighter, based on geometry and mass, was somewhere towards the front of the cockpit.  Which meant that he'd pitch and yaw about a point that existed somewhere around his knees.  It would be a fun experience.

He'd strapped in and finished the pre-flight check just a few seconds before they were given final clearance to launch.  He sat back, grabbed the controls, and let the hangar bay tractor beams carry him outside the ship.

"Okay, remember the profile," Gamma Lead called, "we handle the three black ships, the move to join the rest of the battle.  The Rebels have a lot of good fighters out there, so lets not underestimate them.  Form up in a delta pattern, on me.  Evens right arm, odds left arm.  Slash the black ones, then join the fracas.  Got it?"

A chorus of comm clicks affirmed the remark even as Gamma squadron moved into the formation.  Carlos found himself at the back end of the right arm.  He was the rearmost ship in the formation.

He could see the ships on the sensors:  three red dots covered and fighting a smattering of green dots.  He knew that the attack was more than likely coordinated; the ships fighting the 'Claw', 'Vendetta', and Rachel had probably been ordered to keep the ships busy until Gamma came in and wiped them out.

'No, not today.'

"Okay, Gamma.  First target is the A-wing.  Nice and smooth like, slash it apart."

They approached the furball.  Gamma lead kept the squadron boring down on the A-wing, but firing without a computer lock; he didn't want to prematurely alert A-wing that it was being targeted.  By his plan, the impact of quad-linked lasers against its shields and hull would be only warning the pilot would receive, and that would be too late.

His plan didn't account for the pilot's brother being in his squadron.  Carlos reached out with the Force, touching the minds of Rachel and Tag, alerting them to the threat.  He felt his sister's joy that he was back, and he replied with his wish for a proper reunion shortly.

Rachel broke and rolled away from Gamma Lead's shot.  At the same time Carlos yawed left, firing a quad burst into each Interceptor.  He spiraled down and away from the formation, moving to join his sister, and getting as many shots as he could off at the squadron.

"Twelve, what the HELL are you doing!?"

He didn't bother answering, instead adjusting the comm system to where he could talk with his sister's A-wing.  They were flying side by side now, and were about to turn back to the fight.  She looked pretty shot up.

"Good shot on the Star Destroyer, sis.  Thanks."

"Carlos!  You... I... oh, you idiot!  Don't do that to us again!"

He smiled at the mix of joy and mock anger in her voice.  He didn't smile at the trace of weariness he heard, the memory of the vision in Thrawn's chamber still fresh in his mind.

"I didn't have a lot of choice in the matter, Rach.  But you have my word:  never again."

"It was your idea, with the box-"

They came about and moved to engage the Imperial fighters.  The 'Claw' and 'Vendetta' had profited by the distraction caused by a defecting TIE Interceptor:  they had already cut themselves out of the delaying swarm and had engaged Gamma squadron.  Now Carlos and Rachel we're joining the fray.

"So Lassiter's magazine idea worked, huh?  Loaded it with ion pulse, I'm guessing."

"We did.  This thing flew like junk, but it worked.  If we could mount that on a B-wing..."

Her voice trailed off as the A-wing and the Interceptor proceeded to carve through a quartet of TIE Fighters, then turned their attention to the remains of Gamma squadron.  A concussion missile and turbolaser burst had claimed Gamma Lead, and the 'Claw' and 'Vendetta' had begun to brutalize the rest of the squadron.  Rachel and Carlos joined in.

It was too much; the tattered remains of Gamma broke and ran back to the 'Chimaera', and suddenly the space was clear.  The four ships turned about and headed back for the 'Dashan'.

"You made it out, boy," Jaq Pellman called over the com.  "Good work."

Carlos smiled to hear his old mentor's praise.

"Thanks, Jaq.  Like Robert told me once, a lot of what you and Chryson taught me managed to stick.  I did have a bit of help, though..."

He thought of Rukh, but he neither knew how to describe his encounter with the enigmatic Noghri nor did he wish to do so on a non-secure channel.  He thought of Rachel, and let his gratitude brush her mind.

'Wait a minute...'

"Rach, where's Robert."

"We've been wondering the same thing," chimed in Jaq.

Rachel was quiet for a moment.

"I... I don't know.  The initial assault went very badly for us.  Robert was on the assault team, but we haven't heard from them since the mission began.  I... I've gotten flashes from him occasionally, but I just don't know..."

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

At the moment he was moving through the city with a group of Trandoshans, Devaronians, three humans, two Twi'lek, and one Calibop.  They'd run into a couple of Imperial patrols on the way to the garrison, as well as evidence of a few other uprisings.  The patrols had been dealt with swiftly, the other uprisings praised.  Some people came out to watch, others went off to raise the alarm, and others went off to stop those who went to raise the alarm and THEN to call up an impromptu resistance force.

It was gathering steam, the concealed misgivings about the acts of the Empire finally finding expression and issuing forth in a wellspring of considered revolution against their new taskmasters, a great flood of liberative desire that no dam could hope to keep back.

It was almost enough, but not all were involved.  Many remained on the sidewalks, in their houses, wondering what all the commotion was about.  Yes, the Empire had mistreated the non-humans of Ketaris, calling them alien, even though most were far more native to the planet than their captors were.  Hadn't the Empire also brought a new sense of order and security, and even a new chance for greater economic bounty?  Sure, they had to watch what they said, but wasn't that price worth it?

Like most, they hadn't seen the true value printed on the tag until the purchase was made.

A TIE Bomber swooped in and hovered above the great rabble.  Sen Richardson's friend Ranger was occupied on another side of the city, thus he wasn't able to prevent what happened next.

There was a loudspeaker on the Bomber.

"In the name of the Empire, you are ordered to disperse at once.  You don't have any chance against us, go home!  Why throw your lives away?"

Some of the humans began to move away.  None of the non-humans did, and the majority of the humans saw their resolve and knew, in that moment, what kind of life the Empire would ultimately bring.

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

"No, sir.  They're not dispersing.  Do I have permission to proceed with the plan?"

"Um, Captain?  Shouldn't we wait for Commander Partija to return?"

Captain Sifrain fixed the Lieutenant with a withering stare.

"No, we will not.  If he was coming back, he would have by now.  Face it, he's always had his own agenda.

"Pilot," Sifrain said into the comm.  "You may fire when ready.  Just like we discussed."

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

The TIE Bomber reoriented itself over the mob so that it was pointing at the APZ.  Some of the men took potshots at it with blasters, but the shots simply bounced off of the armor.  Robert looked on with a sense of dread.

The Bomber loosed a single proton torpedo.  It left a blue wake as it streaked through the sky towards the APZ.  It pitched up when it reached the dividing border, soared three hundred meters into the air, then turned over and rocketed at the center of the APZ, the roar of its motor rending both sky and heart.

"No..." Robert heard someone say.  Maybe it was Robert himself.

The torpedo impacted the center of the Alien Protection Zone, and vaporized nearly thirty percent of the interior, and damaged most of the rest.  The light and heat from the blast pierced the night sky, and caused all who saw it to turn their heads in fear.  Many of those who had stayed behind, who hadn't gone out with the revolutionary parties, were killed.

Those who stayed behind.  The frailer species, and some of the women.

The children.

Children.

This fact was not lost on those in Robert's part.  The wail started from the Twi'lek first, and was carried up by the Trandoshans.  Soon most were crying in horror, grief, and rage.  He could make out the Twi'lek and Trandoshan words for "child", "children", "offspring", "daughter", and "son".

"Go home, alien scum," came the voice from the bomber.  "Go home, before we have to waste another torpedo on you trash."

Robert, his eyes filled with tears, turned to face the bomber.

"There were children there," he whispered.

"There were children there," he said three more times, his voice growing stronger with each repetition, his eyes growing wilder with each repeated realization.

"THERE WERE CHILDREN THERE!" he screamed, his ring now ablaze and his fury total.

All to late, the people of the city realized the price for doing business with the Empire.

None to soon, they realized it was a price they weren't willing to pay.

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

"Well, Robert's alive," Carlos said as they approached the 'Dashan'.

"I feel him too," Rachel replied.  "He's mad though."

"That's an understatement," Tag said, slightly tremulously.  "I've never seen him like that."

"Me neither," Carlos said, almost whispering.  "He's in rare form tonight."

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

At first glance, it seemed that the light from Robert's ring was reflected in his eyes.  The falsehood of that observation soon became apparent as the red light rendered his eyes featureless.  They weren't reflecting the verdant blaze from his ring, they were glowing the same crimson color as the crystal.  Even his tears fell out streaked with red light.

A wind kicked about him, the swirl of its currents kicking up dust in a spiral about him, a spiral that seemed to grab some of the light from his eyes and ring and mixed it with the dust and water from his tears, creating a great spiraling aura about him that was both awesome and terrifying.  He was gathering the Force to him, without fear or regret.  The wind blew his hair around.

Had another Jedi been with him, they would have felt something strange in the Force.  It would have felt almost... Dark, but not really.  He was walking the razor edge between light and dark; yet he stayed with the Light.  The darker aspects of unrestrained passion and violence were balanced against his sense of justice, and his admiration of mercy.

Yet he would not be merciful tonight.  But he would hold true to the light, for none of his anger was about him.

He held his arms out a few inches from his waist and looked up at the TIE Bomber with such a grim and fierce expression that it would have frightened a wild rancor.  To the amazement of the crowd he raised into the air until he was level with the Bomber, hovering ten feet in front of it.

By this time a portion of the dark camouflage that he had painted on his armor had worn off, revealing streaks of the red coloration beneath.  It was this apparition of a tall, red-streaked man with a fierce expression, red eyes, and a red light upon his right hand that rose in front of the pilot of the TIE Bomber.

He looked like a creature from hell itself.  Perhaps he was.  More truly he was the manifestation of an avenging angel, infuriated by the slaughter of innocents and ready to exact a price of upon the slayer.

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

"C...c...c...ap...t...t...ain..." the pilot called out, terrified.  He'd just been following orders, after all.

Besides, they were just aliens.  They didn't matter, did they?  They're lives weren't worth anything, were they?

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

Robert brought his arms up in front of him and grabbed the air with his hands.

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

The pilot felt his bomber shake, as if some great giant had grabbed the solar panels in each hand.

-----------

Robert looked on in rage, and groaned and yelled in effort.  He was moving his arms apart, and the sound of straining metal could be heard coming from the bomber as he did so.  His face contorted as he strained against the natural strength of the hull, the Force strengthening and fortifying his muscles, and translating the effort of his body to the spiritual grasp on the Bomber's wings.

He FELT it break.

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

The pilot gave one last scream as the strut connecting the cockpit section to the warhead magazine reached the yield point and snapped in two.

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

With a great yell, Robert spun through the air, dragging the two halves of the bomber with him.  He released them at the end of the arc, flinging both pieces of the ship outside of the city.  Captain Safrain would never know what happened.

Robert lowered to the ground and just stood there for a moment, breathing.  When he looked back, he could see that there was no longer any sideline; all sides had been chosen, and there were now more against the Empire than for.  He simply nodded, and spoke three words.

"To the garrison."

Readying his lightsaber, the light from his eyes fading away revealing a pair of sad, blue eyes beneath, Robert strode down the street in the direction of the heart of the Imperial occupation.  The crowd, human and non-human, followed him.

Some came for revenge.

Some came for fun.

Some came because they could no longer turn a blind eye and a deaf ear.

Whatever the reason, they all marched on the Empire, with the intent to throw that enemy off of the planet.

Someone started a song; the rest joined in.

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

"'Dashan' control, this is Carlos DeLong, Shadow, the 'Peregrine's Claw', and the 'Vendetta, requesting clearance to land, over."

"Carlos... oh... oh my... yes, you are cleared to land.  I'll see you in the hangar."

It was an interesting sight for the hangar crew:  a stolen TIE Interceptor, a badly shot up black A-wing, and two freighter-sized vessels, one that had no living crew, flew into the hangar and rested gently on the busy floor.

The battle raged on outside; Jaq and Tag had brought the 'Claw' in for a missile reload and a short shield recharge.  Ven had landed to replace her supply of torpedoes.  Both would go out again immediately thereafter.  Rachel's A-wing, however, wasn't going anywhere.

Janice Osren, upon hearing Carlos' voice over the comm, had rushed from the control room to the hangar bay proper, just in time to see the Interceptor fly in.  It landed right in front of her, the downwash from its repulsors and landing thrusters swirling her hair around her head and ruffling her uniform.

She watched, nearly breathless, as the top hatch on the TIE opened, and a man in an Imperial pilot's uniform pulled himself out.  The pilot didn't wait for one of the deckhands to bring a ladder; he simply front-flipped from the forward edge of the hatch rim, landing in a crouch six feet in front of her.

Carlos wasted no time in standing up and removing the helmet.  For a moment, a single priceless moment, they simply looked at each other and breathed and smiled.

Then their breathing became ragged, the tears came along with the laughs, and then crossed the distance to each other's arms in a flash.

"Oh... oh my god... I thought I'd lost you again," Janice whispered with joy and love and pain and relief and all sorts of emotions gloriously mixed together in her tone.

"You'll never lose me," he whispered back, his voice calm assurance to her.  "No matter if you tried to, you'll never lose me.  I love you too much."

She laughed and they kissed one more time, then she stepped back.

"You... you're wanted on the bridge.  Rachel too."

Carlos turned to see his sister standing behind them.  She looked overjoyed, but very tired.

"The bridge?  I need to get back out there, the battle is still-" she said, or tried to say, until her statement was stopped when she lost her balance and nearly tumbled into the one of the Interceptor's wings.

"You, young lady," Janice admonished her, "have been on straight combat ops since the first ambush.  You deserve the rest.  Besides your fighter is shot to pieces, and we don't have a spare one for you."

Rachel looked like she was about to ask for the Interceptor.  Carlos shook his head and drew her into an embrace.

"Don't even think about it, kid.  I don't think we have a vacuum suit your size."

Rachel relented and leaned into her brother, letting his strength support her now, as she was almost out of her own.

Janice smiled at the two of them and stepped aside to let head for the lift.

"You should be proud of her," she told Carlos.  "That girl fought like a lion."

Rachel turned red and Carlos chuckled, tousling her hair with his free hand.

"I am."

Before he reached the lift, he turned and looked at the 'Claw' and 'Vendetta'.  Tag winked at him, and he and Jaq gave each other the thumbs up sign.  With a nod and silent "thank you" directed at Ven and Peregrine, he turned and entered the lift and headed for the bridge of the 'Dashan'.

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

It wasn't exactly chaos, but the bridge was very busy.  It took a moment for the chief of the boat to notice them.  And then he was momentarily surprised to see a man in an Imperial uniform holding a girl who looked like she could be his... oh.

"XO and Shadow on deck!"  he called out.  None stood, but Captain Henderson turned from the tactical plot to greet them.

"Colonel DeLong," he said with a smile, confirming Thrawn's words, "welcome back.  I'll fill you in on the situation in just a moment."

He directed his smile towards Rachel, and it seemed to grow warmer.

"Shadow... welcome to the bridge, Rachel DeLong.  This ship owes you a great debt."

As one, the bridge crew chanted "Shadow!  Hoo-ah!" three times.  Rachel turned even redder than she had before and tried to stand on her on, but adrenaline was given way to fatigue and stress so she simply wobbled on her legs and leaned back against her brother.

Several of the crew saw and smiled affectionately.

"She was the only pilot we had left from the whole wing," Captain Henderson explained to Carlos as they headed for the tactical plot.  "She's stayed with us throughout the whole battle, though."

He looked at his "little sister" with new appreciation.  She simply smiled and closed her eyes, nestling herself comfortably into his torso.

"Jim, what happened here?"

Captain Henderson gave him the whole story of the ambush and the running fight in about five minutes.

"It looked like General Bel-Iblis had Jaggers on the run; that stunt the GBG pulled around the mines was flawless.  But now it's a big melee, and our side is hampered by a pair of badly damaged capital ships.  We've heard nothing from the ground forces since this started; from what we can gather between the initial experience and data from the 'Vendetta', it looks like Partija managed to jam all outgoing and comlink transmissions on the planet.  We don't even know if any of the shuttles made it down okay, or if they even went to ground on the same hemisphere.  Its just one giant blank."

Carlos nodded, grimly absorbing it all.  The ground mission could be blown all to pieces, and the space battle now had Grand Admiral Thrawn in the mix.

"Jim, where's Admiral Bridger."

Captain Henderson was silent.  Carlos hated that.  Such silences always meant that something bad was about to happen.

"The last we saw of Admiral Bridger," he said quietly, "was a sensor reading of her A-wing, powerless, and on a trajectory for an uncontrolled re-entry.  She was just entering the atmosphere when we jumped."

Carlos closed his eyes for a moment, holding back his reaction, his desire to yell and break something inanimate.

'Indy...'

"Sir," the comm officer called out.  "General Bel-Iblis is hailing us."

"Put him through, Lieutenant," Captain Henderson replied, then gestured to Carlos.  "I think you might want to be in on this."

Carlos nodded, glad for something to take his mind off the news.

A full sized holo of Derik Bel-Iblis flickered to life on the bridge.  He looked grim, but brightened when he saw Carlos.

"Good, my comm officer told me right.  Welcome back, Carlos."

"Thanks, Wyv.  How'd your comm guy know I was here?"

"News travels fast in this fleet.  How are things on your end, Jim?"

"Could be better, General," Captain Henderson replied.  "Jeff, Leonard, and I have something interesting cooked up for this side.  Want me to get you the details?"

"That would be good.  We've gotten a bit lucky, I think.  Thrawn seems more concerned with gathering the remnant of Alec's fleet than he is with wiping us off the map.  Hopefully that'll give us time to get something together."

The Wyvern looked at Carlos.

"Jim, I'd like to speak to the XO for a minute.  In relative privacy."

Captain Henderson nodded.

"I'll go get the maneuver data."

Jim moved off, and one of the comm officers, who Carlos recognized as Lieutenant Nicholas Peretti, handed him a headset.  Carlos put the headset on and plugged it into the audio port.  He saw the holo of Wyv do the same.

"I'll get straight to point.  You heard about Indy?"

"Jim told me," Carlos said with a sad nod.  "Looks like it's just us, then."

"Yeah, about that-"

Carlos cut him off with a wave of his hand.

"Hey, you know me.  I'm not interested in who has the bigger thingy, General.  The last thing we need is to switch commanders halfway through a battle, and so far I've heard nothing but praise about you since I got here."

Wyvern nodded and smiled.

"That's what I figured, but I still had to ask.  We'll have to settle it eventually, though."

"Probably, but not now.  Just tell me how I can help."

Wyvern thought for a moment.

"Tell me what you know about Grand Admiral Thrawn."

"He'll manipulate you psychologically, if you let him," Carlos replied after a moment.  "His big trick seems to be providing his opponent with a stimulus that provokes a known response, one which he's already prepared for.  In other words, he'll do something to make you do exactly what he wants you to do.  And he's clever enough to where you might not know he's doing it until its too late."

"So how do we beat him?"

"Hear and now?  Don't fear him.  Take the fight to him, and keep on pounding.  He won't waste men on a loosing battle; he'll leave and fight another day rather than immolate a fleet in an expression of ego.  Oh, and one thing you might want to try."

"Oh?"

"Going for the jugular is often good tactic."

Wyvern raised an eyebrow.

"Concentrate all fire on the 'Chimaera'?"

"Worked on the 'Executor'."

Wyvern nodded thoughtfully.

"I'll keep that in mind, Carlos.  We're done for now, switch back to public."

As Carlos removed and unplugged the headset, Captain Henderson came forward with a datapad.

"Here's what we've got cooking, General.  Care to take a look?"

"Send it over, Jim."

Captain Henderson began downloading the strategic plan and he and Wyv started shoptalk.  Carlos DeLong stepped back and looked around the bridge.  It was in disrepair, several consoles were blown out, and the air stank of smoke and burnt insulation.  The crew was tired, looking in some cases like they'd been through hell and back.  It made his own captivity seem... insignificant by comparison.

But he knew he'd been through his own hell, the hell of the temptation to compromise.  If he'd had to spend a few more days in that cell, always looking at the datapad, and knowing what he would have to do to get it... Maybe not a few days, but more than a week, and he would have cracked.  He knew that.  Reuniting his family was the one thing he desired above all others, and if it took him sacrificing his integrity to bring that about...

Well, he didn't know what he would have done.  But still he patted the pocket on the flight suit that contained the priceless datapad he had recovered from outside his prison cell.

"Sir?" Lieutenant Peretti said uncertainly, "I'm not certain, but I think I'm receiving a transmission from the planet.  Audio only."

All noise stopped.

"Put it on, Lieutenant."

The sound of singing filled the bridge.

"What the-"

"To any Aurora Force personnel, this is Robert DeLong," came a familiar voice.  "With the aid of local partisans and students, we've capture several of the communications nodes and are now moving on the garrison."

The bridge started to cheer.

"I don't know if you can talk with me or not, or if you can even hear me, but we just wanted you to know that we're mostly alive down here.  We've got a lot of wounded, though, and could use some medical help as soon as you can get them to us."

The crew was still cheering and applauding.  Robert said something about keeping the line open, but his voice was drowned out by the noise from the bridge.  Carlos looked at Wyv and Jim and grinned.

"Well, I guess that answers the questions about the ground."

"Indeed it does," Wyv said, sounding almost hopeful.  "I wonder if Grand Admiral Thrawn knows about this."

"I think someone should tell him," Captain Henderson concurred.

They both looked at Carlos.  He simply raised an eyebrow.

"You are the XO," Wyv pointed out.

"And you were a guest of his none to recently," Captain Henderson added.

Rachel stirred and mumbled something.  Carlos squeezed his sister reassuringly, and then looked back up at the two men.  Now, he heard all the voices of his immediate family, except for one.  His sister.  His brother.  His mentor.  His lover.

All but his best friend.  And if she really were dead, he'd shoot Alec and Walex himself.

"Comm, hail the 'Chimaera'.  Audio only.  Patch the signal from the surface through as well."

Peretti flipped a few switches.

"Done and done.  You're on, sir."

Carlos smiled at the thought of Thrawn hearing the singing on the bridge of his flagship.

"Grand Admiral Thrawn, this is Lieutenant Colonel Carlos DeLong, Executive Officer of the Aurora Force.  Yes, as you've probably guessed by now, I've left your little resort.  Once again, I appreciate the offer, but no thanks.  I've dealt with people like you far too often."

A pause.

"Do you hear the people singing, Admiral?  They're singing the songs of angry men, and that is the music of a people who will not be slaves, no matter what banner or pretty philosophy the tyrant brings.  They've stood with each other, human and non-human alike from the sound of it, and they're taking their chance against you and your New Order.  There's a world that they've seen and long for, a world that exists well beyond the barricades your people sought to put before them.

"They'll never let your Empire in now, Admiral.  You can't have this planet.  Pull back.  We'll let you recover what men you can, but pull out of here.  This world doesn't welcome you anymore.

"Well, Admiral?"

A pause.  A silence

"What say you?"

LCL Carlos DeLong

AFXO

Harbinger 2

The Wyvern smiled and straightened the shirt of his grey duty uniform, sitting up a little straighter in his chair as he nodded for the comm officer to hail the fleet.  The news from Carlos had been the final signal he'd been waiting for, and now it was time to start the sort of battle he loved most.  The type with unusual tactics.


"All ships, this is General Bel-Iblis.  Captains, execute maneuver Delta-Three-Niner.  Those of you not up to speed on combat maneuvers, just follow along, you'll get the idea.  Raptor, Loagor, Firestorm...you have go to engage new enemy flagship.  Liberated, Imladris, Organna...second wave, keep up the pressure.  Dashan, Freedom's Call...you have your orders, gentlemen.  All other ships, break formation and engage all targets of opportunity.  Let's show the nice Grand Admiral that he doesn't know us crazy Rim commanders half as well as he thinks he does."


Even as the orders were given, the New Republic line broke up and reformed, allowing the imperial ships to pound away at their shields for a moment unnoticed.  As per the general's orders, the Raptor broke away from its protected "pocket" in the formation and showed the imperials exactly why such a small ship was included in a task force of this nature.  Maneuvering her much like a really big fighter, she accelerated to full speed and began an attack run on the Chimeara.  Breaking from their positions in the protective line, the Firestorm and Loagor ramped up to full speed as well, flanking the smaller and faster gunship.


The Liberated formed point on the second assault wave directed at the Chimaera, with the two massive Mon Cal ships flanking either side.  Whether this was by design or strictly for the aestetic purpose of putting the dagger-shaped Star Destroyer at the point of a much larger sword, Jeff Sparks will never tell.


The five Victory-Class Star Destroyers formed into their own assault wedge, driving themselves through the defenses of Alec's line and straight through at the Ancalagon, the rest of the XBG and GBG splitting up their forces in a flanking maneuver around the imperials.


The Wyvern turned to his own helmsman and issued an order that weighed heavy on him, as he looked at the magnified image of the Ancalagon on the viewscreen. "Helm, bring us in behind the second wave at the Chimaera."


"Sir?"


"I know, lieutenant.  Jaggers is a more tempting target, but I think the Grand Admiral deserves our personal attention."  Another day, he promised Alec Jaggers silently.  I'll catch you another day, traitor.


It was only when the Dashan and Freedom's Call reoriented themselves and made the bright flash to hyperspace that Alec realized his second mistake; he'd never bothered powering back up his Interdictor.  After all, they were attacking him, who expected them to run?


As the Raptor finished her first blitzkrieg strafing run of the Chimaera, it was then that the Loagor proved that a crazy ex-pirate can still have a few tricks up his sleeves.  The VSDs had exhausted their supply of torpedoes during the opening salvos of the battle, but the Loagor had engaged with nothing more than turbolasers.  Now Captain Leonard Krelg showed them all why, as the Loagor launched a full barrage at the Chimaera of not torpedoes, but heavy rockets...at almost point-blank range.

 - MGN Derik Bel Iblis, the Wyvern

   AFFC Commanding Officer

Kirghy saw the grey skinned Noghri, as Walex had called them, running his way.  If what Partija had said was true, then they were coming for a fight after seeing him holding a blaster at their charge.  Well, if it was a fight they wanted, it would be a fight they'd get.  Dropping the blaster, he reached inside his long coat and pulled out his longsword, dropping into a ready stance as he did so.  Thinking about the mission, he quickly pushed Walex to the ground and out of the way.  After all, the man DID try to warn him about this.  The first Noghri came in with knife, swinging and hacking away at his foe.  Kirghy had to admit that they were quite quick as he backed away to avoid being a Kuati-kabob.  Spinning after evading a blow, he swung his blade in retaliation, missing, but causing the Noghri to shy away just slightly.  Then the Noghri produced a vibroblade.  Great...Now things just got interesting.  
 

   As their blades whistled in the air only to meet with the other blade, Kirghy realized that it was going to be whoever could outsmart or outlast their opponent.  A flurry of slashes came close to connecting on each of them several times, but none actually doing so.  Then came a kick from out of nowhere that knocked Kirghy back.  He had made a mistake and forgotten about other avenues of attack.  Now he had just had an unfriendly reminder of those avenues.  Before he could recover, the Noghri grabbed him and rammed his forehead into a durasteel post that was connected to the upper levels as a stabilizer.  It could also inflict pain.  He shook off the effects as best he could, but the ringing in his ears and blurred vision were still there.  Probably concussed he thought as he staggered to remain upright. Then, another sensation...

 

   Blood.  The impact had busted him open, blood pouring into his eyes.  Now he was effectively blind.  He barely heard the whistle in the air before bringing his blade up to block.  As blades once again connected, he heard the alien say something which was possibly along the lines of "What the-?".  He smiled.  "Never underestimate your opponent."  He heard the next swing and blocked.  However, the kick to his ribs was quite silent and connected.  Another whistle as the breath exited Kirghy's lungs.  He brought the sword up to block again, only to have it kocked away.  It did manage do deflect the Noghri's blade.  Kirghy dove to where he heard it land,  blood-slicked hands reaching out, touching the hilt....pushing the blade away.  He crawled forward again, touching the hilt again, grasping it this time.  Senses unexpectedly heightened, he knew the Noghri was behind him, ready to run him through.  Without thinking, he reversed his grip on the sword and thrust it back under his arm.  

   

   Metal connected with flesh.  A gasp of pain and surprise issued forth from the Noghri's mouth.  A second later, blood followed suit.  Kirghy managed to wipe a little of the blood from his eyes, at least enough to see something he hadn't expected.  What looked like an expression of grudging respect on the Noghri's face before pain overtook it again.  It was the first such experience Kirghy had had with what appeared to be a society of warriors.  Something from ancient times ran through is head as he knelt over the Noghri's body.  What the computer at Xenen had blocked quite effortlessly, this Noghi never saw it coming.  Confidence had killed him in the end, not superior skill.  But Kirghy only had a short time to contemplate this as the other joined the battle, also with a blade of some sort.  Kirghy winced as he got up.  It was hard to breathe.  That last kick had probably cracked or broken a rib or two.  

 

   The second battle proceeded as the Noghri, who Kirghy had assumed was the leader, attacked.  A few flurries later, and Kirghy was starting to feel like someone's discarded rag doll.  Slashes on his arms, legs, back, and across his chest left him bleeding in multiple places.  But this Noghri hadn't learned all the lessons of his predecessor.  As he charged, Kirghy sidestepped and tripped up the alien, sprawling him out on the duracrete surface.  He wasn't the only one who hadn't learned a lesson.  Fatigue coupled with the loss of blood had made Kirghy careless.  He approached as easily as the first Noghri had approached him in end game of the first duel.  The Noghri had learned and turned with dagger thrust out, stabbing into the left side of Kirghy's abdomen.  A scream escaped his lips before grabbing the grey arm to hold the Noghri into position and bringing his own blade into the Noghri's right shoulder.  Another stab towards the grey abdomen  below missed and hit one of the Noghri's thighs instead.  The creature let go of the dagger, shook loose of the hand holding him, and retreated as quickly as it could.  Kirghy collapsed as a roar from overhead grew louder.  A while latter, he realized he was being loaded into an air speeder, Walex sitting to his left, still manacled with the binders and Lt. Laurelin up front.  Knowing that Laurelin knew what to do, and that the mission was accomplished, he released himself to the urge to pass out and let the darkness overtake him..... 

 

Kirgs

It had happened too fast... and exactly as Walex had predicted. The Noghri had attacked. One of them was now dead, the other fleeing the planet with all the information. Walex wasn't worried about Uk'Hra. He knew the Noghri could take care of himself, and then deliver the information safely. But... a being had died because of him. Because of his carelessness. 

Originally, Walex had planned to get away, have Uk'Hra free him and possibly prevent the fight from escalating... but then the blade went through the Noghri. 

It stung. It stung Walex to see him fall. He sat shocked, unable to say anything, unable to stop Uk'Hra's furious attack. He saw the Noghri wounded, saw Kirghy collapse. At that point, it didn't matter anymore. He slumped down from his half-crouched position, and watched as the scene unfolded in front of him. He didn't feel himself being pushed into the airspeeder. He felt like screaming at Kirghy, but he knew the man was only defending himself. The death burned inside him.

The trial, his fate... it all didn't matter anymore. 

Wal

It had been a long battle with the remaining stormies.  They made another charge as soon as they realized that the AT-AT was no longer moving.  Ben, the few AFers that remained at the safehouse, and the handful of gang members that where there held them off for as long as they could.  But, for all their enthusiam, the gang members weren't trained soldiers.  The stormies regrouped and where pressing hard. 

Just when the line was about to break, two more gangs showed up.  The stormies, suddenly facing a withering wall of blaster fire, pulled back, after heavy losses. 

Ben stood up from his cover, and then grunted in pain.  With the adrenline running down, the pain in his leg redoubled. 

The leaders of one of the gangs, a trando, came over to Ben.  "You fight good...for a human." 

Ben was too tired to care.  "Thanks.  Most of my people have moved up.  You'll do more good catching up with them. 

The mistakable howl of a TIE filled the air.  The AFers and gang members ducked out reflex as the bomber tore down the street above them. 

*Emporer's black bones!  They wouldn't!* Ben thought to himself. 

In the distance he heard a loud speaker.  It was too blarbed for him to understand, but he got the general point. 

Ben looked at the gang leader.  "Get your people over there.  Something’s going down." 

The gang leader nodded, and left.  Ben hobbled over to the safe house. 

He was about a foot inside the door when the torpedo hit. 

The ground shook, knocking Ben to the floor.  He screamed in pain as he fell on his wounded leg.  The glass on the windows blew inwards. 

The shaking stopped.  Ben groaned and looked up.  "Everyone alright?" he yelled. 

The room was filled with "yes", "sure", and "do I freakin look alright" answers.  Ben groaned as he stood up again. 

"The flithy rancors actually did it, didn't they?" Ben said out loud. 

A few minutes later, Robert's voice came over the com. 

Everyone listened intently.  When it ended, all that could be heard was the crowd singing.  Ben looked at the remaining people.  "If you can move, get over there.  Now.  Their going to need some trained fighters to keep the civilians from going ape over there." 

"What about you, sir?" Someone asked. 

Ben smiled grimly.  "Someone needs to stay here in case any of the other squads make it here.  Besides...I'm not going to be able to keep up with the pace they'll need to set.  Get over there.  Now." 

The able bodied AFers and gang members left in a rush.  All that where left were the wounded in the safehouse. 

Ben stumbled over to the couch and sat down, moaning with relief to have the weight off his leg.  He sighed.  He really wanted to be there.  But he was right: he wouldn't be able to keep up with the unwounded AFers, and someone did need to stay behind in case anyone else showed up. 

Be they AF or Imperial. 

Ben pulled the comlink out of his pocket, turned it up as loud as he could, and set it on the table.  The crowd was still singing. 

CMDR Ben "Crash" Haun 
Avalanche CO

“We’ve got communications back, people.  Report in, please.”
            In pure relief, Izra Dargan smiled.  The tiny abandoned apartment they’d holed up in, waiting for Kaz’s return, seemed a little bit brighter now.  The smile, of course, lasted only until his eyes skipped over toward Indy, barely conscious and hallucinating on a makeshift cot.  He thumbed his commlink active.  “Delong, it’s Wheels.  What’s the word on evac?”
            There was a pause.  “No word yet...fleet’s engaged in orbit.”  Another pause.  “You shouldn’t have to ask – aren’t you part of that furball up there?”

            Izra grimaced, still looking at Indy, and at Kid and Sidro beyond her.  “No, my wingmen and I followed the admiral down.  We’re going to need a med evac ASAP.”

            “What’s her status?”

            “Still breathing, but your guess is as good as mine on how long that’s going to last.  Just get us that evac, Rob.  And fast.”

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Davil Bridger’s voice was quiet as he sat with his daughter.  “Your friends are here.”
            “I know,” she whispered.  “I can feel them, on the edges.  I think they’re worried.”
            The Force ghost nodded.  “They are.  I don’t blame them.”
            “Am I going to die?”  She looked at her father, frightened of what the answer might be.  As certain as she had been when she crashed the A-wing that she would survive, now, with circumstances changing so quickly, with how hard keeping herself alive was getting, she was no longer sure.  Even fate could be changed, destiny thwarted.  It could happen.
            That’s what she was afraid of.
            The policeman slid his arm around her shoulders.  “Someday, sweetheart.  Someday.  Everyone dies eventually.”
            For some reason, even though she knew he meant to reassure her, what he said hadn’t helped.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Far away on Xenen, Nylan Bridger continued to puzzle over the words of his cousin’s daughter, not liking at all what it portended.  Of course, he liked it even less after he’d read the reports regarding the battle at Ketaris, reports that had just been transcribed from the narrative carried there by Karen Wood, a narrative that had crossed his desk only that morning.  The words on the page sent him scrambling for his father’s journals, the accounts of the life lived in shadows, tortured by dreams and visions – and the knowledge of when each and every member of his line would die.  Nylan had never before looked at the pages tucked into the back of one of the journals, where his father had recorded the names, dates, and causes.  He did now, though.  He ran his finger down the line, down to his cousin’s name.

            “By the stars,” he whispered.

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Indy sighed softly, watching the images continue to flicker.  Not all the memories were pleasant, but they were the images of her life.  No one’s life was all pretty – she knew that better now than she had before.  She focused on the images of her children, her young children.
            Oh, kids.  I’m so sorry.  Remember me.

            “Remember me,” she whispered, too quiet for even the ghost with her to hear.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Even as Izra watched, he saw Indiana Bridger’s breathing become more and more labored.  She winced suddenly and opened her eyes.  “Izra,” she beckoned in a whisper.  He leaned in close, so he could hear her, taking her hand.  The words were little more than exhaled breath.

            “Tell Mike I love him.  Take care of my kids.  Don’t let them forget me.  Don’t let anyone forget me.”

            Izra swallowed against the lump in his throat, blinking back the gathering tears.  “Of course.”

            She squeezed the older man’s hand, the man who could still remember her as a child of fourteen playing in her parents’ backyard, and hoped silently that he would remember her that way, not like this.  She closed her eyes again.  The effort had been too great, but it was an effort that needed to be made – nothing else mattered anymore.

            Sure those words would be her last, Indiana Bridger slid into unconsciousness, into a coma she was certain she’d never awaken from.

~ VA Indiana Bridger

Useless. That's all Janet could say about herself through the course of this mission. Absolutely useless.

Raviged with fever, she lay dizzy and half-delirious, quivering and drenched in her own sweat, on a pallet arranged for her on the floor. Not an Imperial shot, but a single insect, somehow finding its way to her flesh despite using the best repellent spray the NR issued, had brought her down. Her head felt as though stacked with weights, and her throat was on fire. The way the room swayed and spun around her, she barely noticed the torpedo hit, or the commotion that followed.

With some difficulty she raised herself up on one elbow, squinting into the light to discern what was going on. Several people ran from the house, armed and ready for a fight - and leaving her behind.

Useless.

Maybe she would die - the way she felt right now, it didn't seem that bad of a possibility. But she wasn't going to die here, not like this. She would go out with her boots on. Pulling herself into a sitting position, she checked. Yep, still laced and on her feet.

And with her pistol in hand.

That she had to search around for, but found it, holstered safely in her gunbelt, coiled up beside her. With shaking hand, she fastened the belt around her and drew the weapon, which weighed heavily in her hand. Bracing herself against the wall, she stood slowly to her feet. The room swam nauseously, and her stomach churned. Sinking to her knees, she vomited whatever was left in her stomach out onto the floor.

Don't pass out - don't pass out! The tunnel that had been closing in on her gradually receded, and she was able to find her feet again.

Staggering to the door, she stumbling against the doorframe, pausing for a moment to catch her breath and gather her strength, before venturing out, her trusty DL-44 clutched in her hand as tightly as she was able, searching for that last battle.

":)

Skyy

Thrawn watched the attacking wedge of Aurora Force ships approach with his usual glacial calm.  Pellaeon, however, was more obviously nervous- despite everything, he still had trouble placing his absolute trust in Thrawn's genius when the odds were so heavily stacked against them. 
    "Ready on the tractor beams?" Thrawn asked, his voice making it clear, despite a complete neutrality of tone, that they had better be ready. 
     "Ready," the newly-promoted Tractor Chief replied.  His voice was rather more tense than Thrawn's.  He had only recently been installed in his current postion in response to his quick actions, but already he was being faced with a task he had never even considered before, let alone attempted. 
      "Helm?" The Aurora Force ships were closing to firing range now, with the gunship 'Ranger' far outflanking the larger ships following behind.  Once more, the crewer responsible replied in the affirmative, though he seemed somewhat more confident than the Tractor Chief. 
       "Admiral, shouldn't we contact Colonel Jaggers and inform him of our plan of action?" Pellaeon asked, not taking his eyes off the viewport where the Ranger was beginning to send out long lances of laser fire. 
       This time Thrawn's voice dropped a few degrees, but didn't take only a sharp or angry tone, "No.  Colonel Jaggers will, I'm sure figure it out at least slightly before our opponent." 
       The 'Ranger' shot over the top of the 'Chimaera', crossing from bow to stern while suffering only a few shots from the turbolaser cannon.  The 'Loagor' closed the distance and Pellaeon felt his fists clench tightly together.  It all came down the the timing right now. 
       "Helm, all ahead emergency, down-plane twenty degrees.  Tractor beams, lock on full strength.  Guns, you have your targets."  The orders, issued with absolutely no sense of urgency were, none the less, carried out with the kind of speed that indicated just how much the crewers believed their lives depended on rapid performance just now. 
       The 'Chimaera' surged forward and down, cutting below the 'Loagor's plane of flight, but not before Pellaeon noted the glimmering of launching warheads from the Mon Cal's launch ports.  "Heavy rockets incoming!" he said, not waiting for sensors to pick them up. 
       "Interesting,"  Thrawn said.  "From all accounts, the Wyvern is a man of surpassing honor.  I had assumed he would use his heavy weaponry to take out Colonel Jaggers as soon as possible," he smiled thinly, "It seems he decided I was far more the threat.  A correct deduction to be sure, it's a shame he didn't realize how overmatched he is.  He should have used his rockets on Colonel Jaggers, they might have done him some good there." 
         The 'Chimaera' shuddered as Thrawn spoke, but he never changed his tone or even so much as pause.  It wasn't the shudder caused by warhead impact however.  The 'Loagor's rockets had overshot the accelerating Star Destroyer, and were even now course-correcting in their slow, long curve way.  The shuddering was from the tractor beams snagging the 'Loagor'. 
          It would have been impossible for even a Star Destroyer to pin down a ship like the 'Loagor', especially at such high relative speeds between the two, but that wasn't Thrawn's intention anyway.  With both ships still pushing their engines at their max, or near max, levels, but now locked together, there was really only one thing that could happen.  The ships swung about each other, orbiting a focal point not quite midway between each other.  The 'Chimaera' opened fire, but not at the 'Loagor' or any of the ships within easy striking range. 
          "Helm."  That one word was all the order the navigator, helmsman, and tractor operators needed.  As the 'Chimaera' swung around the focal point shwe came to point directly at the line of AFFC ships that were pounding Alec's fleet a few lightseconds away.  Dropping the tractor lock, the 'Chimaera' accelerated to lightspeed and jumped to hyperspace. 
          An instant later, she dropped out again right behind the Aurora Force fleet harrassing Alec and- more importantly- right behind the salvo of turbolaser fire she had unleashed just before her jump.  The 'Chimaera's gunners opened up with a second salvo as the first one struck home- effectively doubling the firepower she was able to bring to bear in the opening round.  From the other side of the line, Alec's fleet took advantage of the situation to regather themselves and go back on the offensive long enough to negate the AFFC's earlier advance. 
          Behind the 'Chimaera', the 'Loagor's rocket salvo completed their course-correction and shot back to where the 'Chimaera' should have been.  Unfortunately, or furtunately depending on whose side you were on, the 'Chimaera' was already gone.  Most of the warheads hit nothing, a few impacted the 'Loagor' herself, a few the 'Firestorm', and one the unnoticed and unremarked remains of the 'Stall Tactics'. 
          The rocket smashed into the unshielded engine section and detonated, succeeding in one stroke to take what was left of the Dreadnaught out.  Of course, that only led to the disconnection of the failsafes that had kept Alec's last trick from going off.  The multi-tetraton explosion would have cracked most small planetoids in half.  In space, the results were actually less drastic- there was no air and therefore no fire, no means of heat transfer via conduction, and no physical medium to transmit the shockwave.  What there was was a massive surge of gamma and fast neutron radiation that battered the shields of the AFFC ships that had tried attacking the 'Chimaera'.  Followed by a pulse of electro-magnetic radiation that acted like a barrage of ion cannon on the ships. 

           "I think we've succeeded in making our point," Thrawn said into the silence.  "To all Imperial ships: regroup in sector Aleph-Three for immediat retreat.  Communications, open channel to all vessels in range. 
           "Aurora Force, this is Grand Admiral Thrawn.  I must commend you for your bravery, skill, and determination.  It seems I underestimated you, or overestimated the one I placed as your chief opponent.  Ketaris is yours. 
           "You are probably wondering why I am allowing you to take this planet now that I have, for the moment, the upper hand in this situation.  Simple.  I never had any intention of holding this rather useless planet.  My agent on the ground has succeeded in his mission, and it is now clear to me that the other half of my strategy would prove impossible to carry out. 
           "I want you to know two things.  The first is that I have only the utmost respect for your unit.  Should any of you choose to abandon the losing side in this war, I can assure I would gladly find a place for you in my service- just as I have already done for two of your former comrades.  Secondly, the role of Colonel Jaggers in this endeavor was not to destroy you, nor even to harras you.  His mission, as difficult as it is for you to understand at this junction, was to protect you. 
            "Ketaris was not, as it may seem, a deathtrap.  It was merely a place where I chose to attempt to trap you for the duration of the war- preventing your inevitable destruction if you were able to run loose and oppose me at large.  Once more, I must reiterate my strong desire to bring any or all of you over to my side of this war.  However, I can also assure you that never again will any agent of mine be tasked with protecting you from your own destructive urges.  If you continue to stand in my way, you will be destroyed as swiftly as the rest of your New Republic.  Grand Admiral Thrawn out." 
            The Admiral addressed Captain Pellaeon, "I want the forces on the ground ordered to standown.  They are to request permission to extract themselves and return to the fleet, we'll be leaving behind a Dreadnaught and several transports to carry and escort them." 
            Pellaeon nodded and hurried to carry out the orders.  Grand Admiral Thrawn set back in his command chair, his fingers steepled in front of his burning red eyes. 
           Five minutes after his proclamation, the Imperial fleet- save a lone Dreadnaught and haf a dozen transports which took up orbit as far from the Aurora Force fleet as possible- departed for points unknown.  Unknown to the Aurora Force anyway 

Jag 

Alex turned another corner, running from the stormtroopers. He had shot one, leaving two to chase him. Suddenly they stopped. He ducked around a corner and heard one of them on the helmet comm saying, "What? Under whose orders? WHAT?" Then they started walking away. He would have shot them in the back, but something seemed odd, so he ran back towards the safehouse.
Neesh dragged Sen through another alley, thinking it would be safe to return to the safehouse. They hear a running sound and hide.
They watched, blasters drawn, for the entity barreling down the street. The man who ran past was tall, wore a brown tunic, and was EXTREMELY clean for having been in a war zone. Sen recognized him. "Alex!" she called. "Where's the fire?"Neesh yanked Alex and Sen back into the shadows.

"That's it." Sen yanked her arm free. "Will you stop dragging me?"

"I am concerned for our safety. The Imperials are acting strangely." Neesh spoke. 
"I know." Alex said. "Two minutes ago I was being run down by Stormies. Then they get a message, turn and walk away."
"What the hell? This is strange." Sen looked up into the sky, but her comlink chirped to life. "All AF personnel to return to safehouse."

"I guess we should return." She looked at then questionably.
"Wait, who is that?" Alex asked. "I'm new, I don't recognize all the voices, but are you sure its someone on our side?"
"What are you saying?" Neesh asked.
"That it could be a a trap." Alex replied.
"I think it's Ben. But I don't really know." She looked from them to the comm and spoke into it. "This is Rich. What's the status?"

"The Imps are falling back. Return, Lieutenant."

She looked back to them. "He seemed to know who I was."
"Well, then, I guess we should go." Alex said. "Though I don't trust the crap that's going on around here."
"We're armed, we're together. if something was amiss, we'd know and be ready for it." She smiled.

Neesh stared at her questionably. "I will know if something is amiss."
"Alright, let's go." Alex drew his blaster and headed back the way he had come, with the others following. He ducked down and peeked around a corner, noticing nothing, and signaled for the others to continue. When they got to the Safehouse, Ben was there, and told them to head towards a spot where a torpedo had fallen. The three headed out. "Great. More fun." Alex said.

 

AlexG and Sen Richardson

“Do you think they’ll remember me, Daddy?”
            “Do people remember me?”
            She nodded.  “Yeah.  Yeah, they do.”
            The policeman smiled gently.  “Sweetheart, in your life you have affected the lives of more people than I ever could have hoped to.  You’ll be remembered, and well, if I’m any judge.”
            “And the kids?”
            “They’ll be well taken care of.”
            She was silent for a long moment, swallowing against the lump in her throat, willing herself not to cry.  “And him?”
            The policeman smiled at the ambiguity, the double meaning of that simple question.  “They’ll all be fine, sweetheart.  Just you wait and see.”
            Silently, she nodded as the tears came, hoping he would be right.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            It was several agonizing hours before the rescue teams made it to the ground, to pick them up.  Izra didn’t dare try to move Indy again, so he instead set up his commlink to act as a beacon, to guide the medical team to them.  He wasn’t surprised to see Istil Corna, captain of the fleet’s medical frigate Caduceus, leading the team.  What did surprise him was the string of words that escaped his old friend – vocabulary probably learned from the eclectic array of people she’d treated over the years, or Tag Rendar – he couldn’t be certain which.

            Istil looked up at him.  “How long has she been like this?”

            With a grimace, he answered.  “She lost consciousness about the time Robert was calling in med evac.”  He swallowed hard.  “Istil, is she going to die?”

            Urgently waving for her team to get Indy onto a stretcher, Istil shook her head grimly.  “I don’t know, Iz.  But hopefully not on my watch.”

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Nylan was wearing his Jedi Master face as he took the kids to Taymie Dargan’s place, where the former actress could keep an eye on them.  Arilyn kept asking him what was wrong until her older brother – the oldest of Mike and Indy’s kids – had found something to distract her.  It was almost as if the children, on two different wavelengths, sensed what was going through his mind, his heart.

            There really wasn’t much time to dwell on any of it, he would later reflect.  Everything had happened pretty quickly.  He only did what it was necessary to do.

            He walked into his sparsely decorated office – there really wasn’t much to the place.  A model of his private vessel, the Jedi’s Refuge on a bookshelf, which was lined with a few slim volumes he’d not read in years.  A holo of his father, uncle, and their cousin hanging on the wall.  A family portrait of his parents, him, and his baby sister on the desk, along with some holos of the rest of the family – Tag and hers, Slate and his, Indy and hers.  He didn’t look at those, though.  Looking at the smiling images would only shatter his mask of stoicism.  He could not afford to lose the precious control he still had.

            It was all still such a shock.

            Still, he knew what he had to do.  With a deep breath, Nylan Bridger began to write a report of the Aurora Force’s mission to Ketaris.

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            His hand fell on her shoulder.  “You’ve done a good job, sweetheart.  You know that, right?”
            She nodded, wiping away the tears.  “Yeah, Daddy.  I know.”
            “Well.  It’s time to go.”  He kissed her cheek.  “I love you, sweetheart.”
            “I love you, too, Daddy.”
            The Force ghost of Davil Bridger stood up and began walking away.  Indiana Bridger stood up and watched him for a long moment.  Then, she began walking herself.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            “Shaavit!  She’s flatlining!”

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            ...the Aurora Force sustained heavy casualties in the assault on the regime of Walex Partija on Ketaris.  Vice Admiral Indiana Renegade Bridger was among those lost in the fighting.
            Nylan stared at the words that glowed on the screen.  With a grim expression, he nodded.

            Report dated and sealed, eyes only High Command.  Colonel Nylan Mikhail Bridger, base commander, Shay Memorial (Quis) – Xenen.
            He closed his eyes and hit the key to send the report.  He drew a deep and steadying breath, opening his eyes again.  He had one more report to write, one for General Cracken, that would hopefully arrive before the official report.  Then, and only then, could he go and prepare for the return of the fleet.

~ VA Indiana Renegade Bridger

Carlos had wondered what was going on when the 'Dashan' suddenly jumped to hyperspace in the middle of the last charge against Thrawn.  His concern was somewhat abated when Captain Henderson told him that they were simply going, with the 'Freedom's Call', to rendezvous with the 'Cadeceus' and escort her to Ketaris.  That eased his mind somewhat, even though he did chafe a bit a having to fly away from the battle before it was finished. 

He allowed his machismo to wait, though, until they had met the 'Cad' and guided her through a second jump into Ketaris orbit.  They arrived back in system just as the 'Chimaera' pulled out, leaving the evacuation force behind to pick up ground troops and stragglers.  The 'Cad' launched med shuttles and SAR flights almost immediately, having waited only long enough to get landing information, and a lock on Admiral Bridger's homing beacon. 

The mention of the homing beacon was the last that Carlos heard of Indy for several hours.  Upon his arrival, he was contacted by Derik Bel-Iblis to discusses Thrawn's withdrawal request.  Carlos recommended that they honor it, and Wyvern concurred; there had been enough bloodshed for one day, and everyone just wanted it to be over. 

Such things never proved to be that simply; for starters, there was the whole APZ issue to deal with.  A majority of the non-human inhabitants of the APZ had been forcefully moved there by the Imperial occupiers.  Setting up a system to relocate them to their homes and cities would take time, especially if someone had moved in after them.  Concurrently, even though Walex Partija (the right to punish him having been claimed by the AF) was untouchable by Ketaris, many who lived on the planet wanted SOMEONE's head on a platter in retribution for the APZ and, well, pretty much everything else.  The local incarceration of Captain Safrain, if simply for ordering the torpedo attack on the APZ in the eleventh hour, had been an inevitable situation.  None of the rest were that simple.  Who do you imprison for the injustices?  Those who planned the relocations or those who carried them out?  How do you tell who was who? 

Was there even such a moral distinction to begin with? 

As a corollary, there was also the problem of armed vigilantes.  The final revolt in the capital had occurred when the AF managed to fan the flames of the anger felt by the citizens, while keeping that anger just below the level of an uncontrollable inferno.  Now that anger was still there, even though the battle was officially over.  The Jedi on the ground took the lead in attempting to control the simmering crowds, but even with the aid of the uninjured members of the Aurora Force, and some loaned shipboard security officers, they were finding it difficult to hold the crowds in check.  In a few places fights broke out, bizarre three-ways involving retreating Imperials, angry citizens, and members of the Aurora Force who didn't know which side to come down on. 

Riots, sorting out war criminals from soldiers, helping to coordinate the movements of the space fleet... it was almost too much for the young XO.  It also meant that it was nearly 0800 hours in Quiesze when the last Imperial left and the last armed gang agreed to stand down; the final battle had occurred during local night between 2200 and 2400, and it had taken the rest of night and into the next morning to sort everything out.  The added darkness for most of it didn't help much.  Nor did the fact that the Chain of Command no longer had a discernable top; people were confused as to who they should report to, the XO or the AFFC CO. 

The new dawn on the surface actually helped a great deal. 

As such, it was a very tired Carlos DeLong who accepted the offer to join the rest of the Command Staff on the surface for an official tour of the city and planet by the re-instated government.  What wing and squad commanders could be found had been invited, as well as several of the ship captains and the Fleet XO and SO.  The purpose of the tour would be to oversee the final dispensation of the few Imperial captives that had been taken (most notoriously, Walex Partija), and to join in a ceremony returning governmental control to the local authorities, followed by a brief tour of the city.  He wasn't sure he was awake enough for such things, but he put on his dress uniform and went, acting in lieu of the missing CO.  Except everyone but him knew the CO wasn't missing anymore.  The information simply hadn't reached him during the night; several thought he already knew because of "some Jedi thing" (they were wrong, it didn't work that way with him), others simply never told him, since everyone was caught up in the confusion of a battle unexpectedly won. 

The official report from Nylan Bridger arrived as he was getting dressed; in his tiredness and slight hurry, he missed the blinking light on the comm console.  It wouldn't have changed anything had he read the report, merely the time and place. 

Therefore it was that one last member of the Aurora Force would come to grief on the surface of Ketaris, ironically in the same way the entire fleet had at the start:  by virtue of a single missed transmission. 

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

It seemed to Carlos as if his face was the only one that wasn't downcast.  The Command Staff (plus Jaq Pellman and Tag Rendar, probably by virtue of their rank) had met at a landing field near the location where Walex had set up shop.  They all looked down, except for Tag Rendar, whose face did seem worried, but didn't carry the sorrow that the others did.  He figured she was worried about Indy:  the two women were cousins, closer than sisters, and had been best friends all their lives. 

Nodding at Jaq and Tag, he made his way through the rest of the commanders to Wyvern.  The two men clasped hands. 

"Carlos," Wyv said in greeting.  "Welcome to Ketaris, a planet of high price." 

Carlos didn't catch the meaning in the statement. 

"Thanks," he replied with a brief yawn.  "What’s going on here, Derik?" 

"An idea of the government here, wanting to thank us personally, yadda yadda yadda.  In any event, we're mostly here to see Walex loaded onto the ship that'll bring him to the 'Iron Whip'." 

He nodded.  Then he asked the question that had been at the back of his mind since he had boarded the 'Dashan'. 

"Derik... have you heard anything about Indy?" 

The look in the Wyvern's eyes told him more than what the man's words ever could have. 

"You mean you don't know?" 

He knew in his heart, now.  But his mind wouldn't believe it.  It had to hear. 

"Know what, Wyv?  No one's told me anything since I got back." 

"I... we thought you already knew.  That if anyone would have known, it would have been you.  I'm sorry, Carlos. 

"She's dead." 

A look at most of the faces around him confirmed the truth of the tale.  Still, his mind and heart both rebelled at the ridiculousness of the situation.  It was impossible, he tried to reason.  She couldn't die before him, she wasn't supposed to... it simply couldn't be.  But it was.  Their faces said so. 

Memories washed over him in that instant:  Lantare, Lyccos, Yridia, and everything in between during their deployment to the Minos Cluster.  Her marriage to Mike Bullian and the birth of their children.  The fall of Mike, and his eventual reclamation from the Dark.  The captivity of Troy Nexus, and the two rescue attempts.  The look on her face as he surrendered himself to Darth Ispa, who was truly her father-in-law, Thomas Bullian.  The triumph he felt knowing that he had purchased the escape for his friends, especially her, and had denied Ispa his long-sought prize.  The sorrow of his captivity turned to joy as he came to know the child who became his adopted son.  His fear when he saw the 'Claw' on the monitors at Odysseus, and knew that she was on it. 

Their comradeship in battle after battle in the Kartuiin sector, from Xenen to the disastrous Concelli campaign.  The training mission to Coruscant interrupted by Mike deserting her, claiming he didn't deserve her.  The strangely long weeks they spent together, chasing Mike from system to system, attempting to bring the wayward husband back because he didn't realize that he was what she needed.  The shared sorrow following the terrorist attacks, and the shared rage and fear following the attacks that nearly struck down their children. 

The memories washed over and through him like a tsunami composed of fire.  It was too much; as his heart and mind accepted and acknowledged what had happened, he was overwhelmed.  Carlos staggered back a step as if he had been punched, then his legs gave way and he fell to his knees on the duracrete pad, and began to weep. 

The rest hid their faces or simply nodded, experiencing again their own first reactions through his.  In the solemnity of the moment, the surrounding activities went unnoticed. 

So it was that Carlos lifted up his tear-streaked face to see Walex Partija, bounded and escorted, being led past them.  He glanced, briefly, at the assembled officers, and just as briefly turned back away.  Carlos couldn't tell if he knew what had happened, if he was ashamed of himself, or what. 

At the moment, Carlos didn't really care what Walex thought.  All he knew was that it was the person being led past whose actions had led to all that had happened. 

It was Jaq who recognized the glint in his eyes first.  Still, despite having been on his knees, Carlos was up off the ground and running almost before anyone could react.  He didn't yell, he didn't scream, he simply launched up out of his crouch and charged at Walex with murder in his eyes. 

It took Jaq Pellman, Tag Rendar, and Wyvern to hold him back. 

"Don't, Carlos," Jaq grunted at him. "Don't do this, okay?  C'mon, don't do this." 

"He did this," Carlos whispered.  "He killed her, just as if he'd pulled the trigger." 

At that, his vocal reserve broke. 

"WALEX!" 

The prisoner turned at looked at him. 

"Was it worth it, Walex?  Huh?  Whatever you came here to do, whatever Thrawn promised you, was it worth her life and the lives of everyone else who died here?  Huh?  ARE YOU HAPPY NOW!?  WHAT WERE YOU THINKING!?" 

Walex turned away.  Only he could say what he was thinking, and Carlos was too furious to read him. 

Carlos continued struggling.  Wyv yelled for the guards to stop staring and move it along. 

"He's not worth it, alright?" Jaq was trying to tell the raging Carlos.  "He's not worth making yourself a murderer, okay?  We've got him, we've got him.  Let the justice system do its work, okay." 

"Justice..." 

"... not vengeance," Tag said softly.  "Never vengeance.  She wouldn't want it." 

Carlos stopped struggling, and simply accepted it.  She was dead, he couldn't fix it, and strangling Walex wouldn't make things any better. 

Something occurred to him at the same time, something that made him compose himself and stand back up.  Indiana Bridger had been the Commanding Officer of the Aurora Force, and his position as Executive Officer put him next in the Chain of Command, for the core Aurora Force (thought not for the Fleet Command, that was still, and probably always would be, Wyv's purview), after her.  To maintain the Chain of Command, and confusion over that had already added to chaos of the past few hours, he would more than likely be required to assume the role of Commanding Officer of the Aurora Force.  It would have to be settled with Wyv, but... it might be required. 

He did not want that, he had never wanted it.  But if that was needed to hold the unit together, to maintain the chain of command... then he would do what he had to.  For love of the unit, and for love of the dead. 

He turned at looked back at the rest, knowing he had probably scared them. 

"You okay?" Wyvern asked.  "If you need to, you know, take some time... we can probably do this without you." 

Carlos shook his head. 

"Thanks, Wyv... but no.  I need to be here.  I have to be here.  For her sake, for my sake, for the sake of the unit.  No matter what, I'm still the XO, and this what I have to do." 

He smiled, hesitantly.  They smiled back, knowing exactly what he meant. 

One of the security officers, a First Lieutenant, marched up to the assembled officers.  Seeing the XO and SO together, he walked up and saluted Carlos and Wyv both. 

They saluted back. 

"Sirs," he reported, "all prisoners of the local authorities have been incarcerated and await trials for crimes against the lawful citizens of Ketaris.  Major Walex Partija has been secured aboard transport.  We request permission to transport him to the 'Iron Whip', for further transport to Xenen to face charges of treason." 

Wyvern nodded at Carlos. 

"Permission granted, Lieutenant," the XO responded.  "You may leave when ready." 

"Then by your permission, sirs, we take leave of yourselves and this world.  We'll see you on Xenen, and may the Force be with you." 

With a final salute, the Lieutenant about-faced and marched back towards the transport.  The assembled commanders watched him board and it leave.  None of them, still, could really believe it.  Two of their own, one captured, one still at large, had conspired and fought against them... and their actions had lead to the death of the CO.  None knew what would happen to Walex, and none wished to speculate.  Even Carlos, now, was content to let time determine it. 

An orderly from the government found them shortly thereafter.  In that frame of mind they left the landing field, each person full of memory, and carried on. 

LCL Carlos DeLong 
AFXO 
Harbinger 2

So it was to begin again. The taunting, the humiliation, the harsh glares and stares. 

It reminded him vaguely of his first few days with the Aurora Force. Dangerous pranks, bar fights which always ended poorly for him, reports of misbehavior, reprimands, and even near-death situations. He had gone through them easily, slowly earning people's trust. It was looking up for sure, but somehow he'd always end up going to sleep every morning, having spent hours in bed trying to puzzle his life out. It wasn't easy being an Imperial in the Rebel camp. He reassured himself that it would eventually get better, so long as he didn't attract any unnecessary attention.

Then Thrawn came along, and decided to enlist Walex. Not much he could say or do about that. Saying NO to an Imperial Grand Admiral on his flagship, surrounded by guards... is not exactly what people call... 'healthy'.

His thoughts were shaken by the sight of a man charging at him. He knew he was going to die if something didn't happen, but... it didn't bother him too much.

Walex couldn't blame Carlos. It seemed bizarre to him that he should react in such a way over the death of a few soldiers, as at the time the Imperial didn't know of Indy's death. Many times he stood in her office, bruised and bleeding, explaining in the neutral tones of his voice, how the fights that he got into weren't something that he himself started. Sometimes she believed him, sometimes she didn't, but she certainly did more than for him than the rest of the high command staff. For all that he held dear, he should have been mourning alongside Carlos. Yet, he would never show it to anyone. No, he'd gather his sadness inside himself, cloaking it with cold brown eyes and expressionless visage. It certainly made him an even easier target to blame.

Suicide came to mind there and then. It would be a simple operation. A subvocal command would trigger the small vial built in the back of his neck, and the toxin would chew its way through his brain in less than a second. 

Yet, it didn't seem right. He knew what was waiting for him, yet he knew he had to bite the bullet and be the scapegoat. You had to blame someone, one central figure. Alas, that's what happened after the Emperor died. Everyone blamed HIM for what happened, even in face of the fact that the Imperials gladly pursued his policies. 

Yes, he'd be the scapegoat, the exit out of this nightmare. He'd be tried as a traitor, and a war criminal. Both were not his choice, but it's not as if anyone would listen at this point. 

Anger began to swell inside him. If the Rebels wanted a scapegoat, they would get one, that's for sure... but they would pay dearly for it. 

Then... he stopped his own thoughts. No, it wasn't right. Yes, the Rebels were told to stay clear, yes, this whole situation was their fault, but... was it really worth hampering the progress? Suppose the Imperials were good at some things, and the Rebels were bad at some... the Rebellion still brought hope to people, and not just people, but aliens as well. There was suddenly a new idea going around, the idea of equality. No longer would Walex walk down the streets of Coruscant and see a Trandoshan family beaten to death in public. Well... it was doubtful whether he would EVER walk down the streets of Coruscant again, but that didn't matter. Maybe his life was worth the freedom of a world. Just maybe.

Wal

He'd gotten back to the 'Dashan' around 1500, having returned from Ketaris by way of the 'Cadeceus'.  He and Janice hadn't talked much in the hangar; she could tell that he was exhausted and had something on his mind.  She'd clearly felt it had something to do with the passing of Admiral Bridger; in a way, she was right. 

His shipboard quarters on the 'Dashan' were in regular officer's country, but at the extreme end; he'd used his clout as XO to request a set of quarters right at the skin of the ship, allowing him to have a window.  That might sound strange to some, but he wanted to have window and be able to see outside the ship with his own eyes without having to rely on a holoprojector.  He loved to watch the stars, and whatever world he was in orbit around. 

He was doing that now.  The 'Dashan's' orbital inclination was such that he could now see the northern half of Ketaris through the window.  The capital city just barely showed up in the right of the view.  He lay on the bed-like seat he'd constructed around the window, his back propped up against the extended wall.  It stuck out about as far as a regulation bunk, constructed as a window seat where Carlos could lay down and relax, either watching the stars or just reading in their light. 

For an hour he simply lay there, staring at the world below.  He'd already changed out of his dressed uniform, which had obtained several tears and stains over the course of day, into something a bit more comfortable (he was wearing a pair of khaki pants and a light blue long-sleeved shirt).  The 'Dashan' was parked in geosync, so he did not see the planet revolve.  He simply lay there, and watched the world, and pondered the last seven hours. 

When his door opened an hour later, he knew who it was. 

"Shift ended?" 

"Yeah," Janice replied.  "I figured I'd come and see you.  You heard about Admiral Bridger." 

He nodded sadly. 

"We work to bring people into our lives," he said.  "We make friends, we fall in love, and we have families.  And we find ourselves believing that those people will be in our lives forever, that no matter what you'll always have THESE friends, or THAT person, somewhere around you until the day you die. 

"And then in one moment you realize that convenient fiction has no bearing on reality.  People change and move on.  Some will find new lives, and new friends, and while you'll still care about each other, you discover that they don't need you as a close friend anymore.  We can't control how long we know someone, or how long they stay with us; we can be snatched away from each other at a moment's notice.  Friends fight, people die, and in the end our lives are changed irrevocably.  We can control one thing, however." 

At the last statement he turned away from the window and looked at her.  As he looked at her, he held out his hand. 

"What we can control is the quality of the time spent in friendship.  We can make sure that, so long as it depends on us, we love each other as well we can.  Friends, loves, the exact classification doesn't matter.  What matters is that we all need each other as long as the fellowship lasts." 

With that, he began to tear up.  So did she. 

"And I need you now.  I've always needed you." 

She smiled and walked over to him, taking his outstretched hand.  She settled into place next to him, wrapping her left arm around his back and waist, and resting her head on his chest.  They'd let go of each other's hands for a moment, so Carlos placed his right arm around her shoulders and held her tight.  She placed her right hand on his chest, and he covered it with his left, and rested his cheek on her head. 

They both acted like they were about to speak, then stopped.  The same scene repeated itself a moment later, and they laughed at each other. 

"Ladies first." 

Janice laughed again and nodded, turning serious. 

"I'm sorry about Admiral Bridger.  I know you two were close." 

Something about the way she said that made him look at her quizzically. 

"How close did you think we were?" 

She looked away from him, almost as if she were embarrassed to make the confession. 

"Close enough that you went running around the galaxy with her.  I know there was nothing else there aside from you helping a friend, but... it felt like she was taking you away from me, and I hated her for it.  I... I told you I didn't have a problem with it because I didn't want you to be worrying about me; I figured you didn't need the distraction on the hunt.  Still, you left with her, left me behind to face all that happened alone, and then you disappeared and I thought she left you behind and I just couldn't-" 

Her voice broke, and she started crying again.  Carlos looked on her with complete understanding and love, something that would have been impossible for a less empathic man.  He released her hand and gently started wiping her tears away.  She laughed lightly and looked back up at him. 

"I hated her, not just for hogging you, but for leaving you behind when you needed our help.  It took that sister of yours to set me straight.  And now she's dead, and I can't apologize.  She never knew, but I still wronged her in my heart all the same. 

"Do you think she would have forgiven me if I'd asked?" 

He nodded. 

"Yes, I'm sure she would have." 

"Do you?" 

He smiled and kissed her in answer.  She finally relaxed. 

"I just want to go home." 

"Well, you're gonna get your wish," he said in reply.  "The fleet leaves in four hours." 

That surprised her. 

"So soon?" 

"We've been hurt too much," he explained.  "Wyv negotiated it with High Command earlier this afternoon.  The RS Flagship Group will stay here until the relief force arrives, but the AF will be departing Ketaris and heading home to Xenen by way of Golgan III." 

"Golgan III?" 

"Yeah.  We'll be dropping at least the 'Dashan' and 'Freedom's Call' off at the shipyards for repair; all crew will have the option of taking leave on the planet or heading back to Xenen on transports.  We have to drop off a few other ships as well; Wyv is waiting for the final repair estimates before we jump.  Once we reach Xenen, well... I haven't decided yet.  I seem to have... inherited decision authority in this regard.  I'm considering weeklong liberty for all Aurora Force personnel.  Wyv'll have to authorize it for the AFFC, but I don't think that'll be too much of a problem. 

"And since we're going home, and Variner seems content to wait out Thrawn in silence, I think we can get away with it." 

"Sounds like you had a busy day." 

"Something like that," he replied with a yawn.  "Did you hear about what happened on the landing pad?" 

"Its... been getting around.  No one had seen you lose it like that before." 

"What about Concelli IX?" 

"That was nothing like this morning, and you know it.  What else?" 

"Why are you so inquisitive all of sudden?  I'm tired, dear." 

She responded with a wink and a sly smile. 

"Because we haven't talked in ages, my love, and I want to hear what the dashing XO has been up to." 

"I wouldn't exactly call myself dashing," he said with mock confusion.  They both laughed. 

So he told her about the ceremony and the tour.  Despite showing the obvious scars and signs of battle, the capital city and the land around it was actually quite beautiful.  He told her of the devastation in the APZ... but also of the sight of humans and non-humans pitching in to clean the wreckage and hunt for survivors.  He'd found his brother there, as well, and the reunion of Robert and Carlos DeLong had been a joyous occasion, if tinged bittersweet by the setting.  The hardest part had been when one of the buildings collapsed in front of them and someone cried out that there were people in there. 

The AF command staff had pitched in on the rescue efforts at that one. 

They'd been ferried from site to site, getting the grand tour of the planet by the reinstated government.  They'd also been interrupted every twenty minutes or so with casualty reports and repair updates.  Their final act on the planet had been to mediate a negotiation between the New Republic and Ketaris; the military had several pending and on-going campaigns and intelligence operations in nearby sectors, and Ketaris would make an excellent fallback spot for those missions.  Rumors that Thrawn was preparing to assault the comm center on Generis made these negotiations even more critical. 

In the end the agreement was made, and the Republic prepared to send in a small force to guard the system.  They wanted the AF back in the Kartuiin sector; even though Variner hadn't made any noise since the Second Battle of Xenen, that didn't mean that he wasn't up to something.  Bloodied and battered as they were, the Aurora Force would be the best prevention against an Imperial warlord opening up a second front while the military was occupied with Thrawn. 

The CS had broken up after that; with their duties on the planet done, most of them simply wanted to get back to the ragged remains of their squads.  Carlos had one more duty to perform, though.  He boarded a shuttle, not to go back to the 'Dashan', but one bound for the 'Cadeceus'. 

As Executive Officer, now Acting Commanding Officer, he had to visit the wounded. 

"It was just something I had to do, you know?  Those men had sacrificed a lot, and I had to go and see them.  It... goodness, Janice, how do I describe it?  It wasn't like what you see in the holos. 

"Some were our boys on the ground, some were pilots and crews from the ships.  I saw at least twenty people who were going to die; with no possible recourse, the doctors were simply making them comfortable.  Another hundred, at least, will require prosthetics.  Janet Skyy was being held in isolation; a team had found her unconscious in the APZ and brought her on board.  She'd been bit by some kind of local bug that carried some kind of unknown... something.  All I heard was she was brought up in critical condition and kept in isolation because the docs weren't really sure what was causing it." 

He stopped to catch his breath. 

"She was your first commander in the RS, right?" 

"Not just that; she saw me through the RSCD Academy.  She's a friend, and a I hope she makes it." 

He stopped again, seeming to steel himself for what he was about to say. 

"I also went to see Indy." 

"Why?" 

"I don't really know.  I think... well, I guess I just had to know.  I'd never actually thought I'd outlive her, as odd as that sounds.  I... just had to see for myself, to find out what had happened with my own eyes." 

Janice nodded in understanding. 

"Did you find out?" 

He nodded, with a strange expression taking control of his face.  He'd looked melancholy when he was telling her of his visit, but now... it seemed like something akin to hope replaced it. 

They talked that way until both fell asleep, two hours before the fleet jumped out.  They talked about the past and present and what had happened in their lives up to that point.  They talked of the future, their hopes and fears, what they planned to do when Variner did show up again.  In some cases, they just lay there in each other's arms, simply content to be quiet together. 

They even talked about Indiana Bridger.  And everything they talked about was true. 

LCL Carlos DeLong 
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The doctors of the Caudecus were still working like crazy.  
 

   "Scalpel."  

  

   "Scalpel."

 

   "I need some suction on the upper right quadrant.  Nurse, how's he doin'?"

 

   "Still fluctuating."  It was normally a policy that you didn't operate on an unstable patient.  However, the attending physician saw that wasn't possible and had the patient rushed into surgery.  Stabilization took time that this patient didn't have. "BP's still low and respiration is erratic at best.  Brain waves are also erratic."  

 

   "Right.  Definate concussion.  Okay, I need someone to close this up.  For a little dagger, it sure did some damage.  What's the read on the lungs?"

 

   "Both lungs are fine.  Couple of broken ribs, fortunately none puncturing a lung.  Breathing is still shallow and--"

 

   The nurse was cut off by an alarm on one of the machines.  

 

    "Doctor!  Patient is going into cardiac arrest!"

 

   "Get a crash cart in here NOW!"  The doctor began to work ferverishly now.  "Don't you die on me."  he muttered and waited on the crash cart to arrive....

 

 

Kirgs

Rest and a blanket was a wonderful feeling for Sen. She loved the feel of the blanket against her bare skin. Her Dashan room was quiet and comforting. It was peaceful and out of danger, for now. It felt as if weeks went by since she was in her room. To be able to just lie down and rest was a luxury. 

Her time on Ketaris was far too long for what she was used to. The ordeal of the shuttle ride down to the surface and ride into the city was eventful enough. The fighting was confusing. And the aggravating after-affects were tiresome. Seeing a city in a political mess pinged at her. It pained her to see a changed planet. Although it was for the greater good, it hit her too close to home. Her own planet was still within Imperial rule, and she knew it would be a difficult task for anyone involved in the cleanup. But it relieved her to know another planet was free of the Imperials. 

But to be this comfortable had its setbacks. She could not sleep. Her mind was disturbed with the rumours and reports she heard. She lost members of her squadron. Although it relieved her to know Carlos DeLong was back, it saddened her to know Indiana Bridger was dead, Janet Skyy very ill, and the unknown whereabouts of Keiran Laconius, Sirius Clay, and Torin Qel-Droma. 

She closed her eyes. She believed she failed somewhere, but did not know where. She knew she should not dwell on this sadness. But she wanted to learn from this, learn how to not make the same mistake again. But what mistake? Maybe it was a lesson not for her. She had no control over the events that happened. She was not the instrument of Bridger’s death, Skyy’s sickness, or the missing Laconius, Clay, and Qel-Droma. 

She had to move on, just as she had been trying from Jarryl’s own death. But something was different. She allowed herself to begin to fall in love with someone. And he was missing. 

Ranger’s words of suggesting to her to go on a date with Keiran after the mission burned in her memory. She wanted to get to know Keiran more. Wanted to spend time with him. But she could not. He was missing. She wished she knew where he was. Wished to know if he really was dead somewhere on Ketaris, or severely injured. She wanted to find him, to find that peace of mind of not losing another person in her life. 

She rose out of bed, feeling chilly. She dressed into some random clothes that were scattered across the room, along with data cards and personal items. She paused to glance at it all, but could not bring herself to clean up. She would later. Later, when feeling a little better. There were things she needed to do, reports to read and make. She had to brief herself of the new cadet Sagoro Ketaro she would meet back at base. She had to file her MIA report. Maybe to handle it back on Xenen. Not now. 

She left her room and walked over to the lounge, with only one thought in mind. She sat at the bar and pulled a bottle of whiskey from under the counter. It was as if Jarryl’s death all over again. She had to erase the pain. The bottle in her hand gave her the only key she saw. 

1LT Sen Richardson 
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Slumped against the smoldering ruins that had until recently been the Dancing Bantha, Kaz Falcion closed his eyes and sighed.  He raised a blessedly undamaged bottle scavenged from the debris to his lips, taking a long drink and hoping to forget the events of the past few hours.
 

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

 

Seated at the Bantha’s bar, Kaz was surprised to find himself beginning to relax for the first time since the start of the AF’s ill-fated mission.  Finding the medic for Indy had been almost blind luck, but it had nevertheless been one less problem to worry about for the moment.  There was always the chance the kid would just run straight to the authorities, but Kaz hadn’t sensed the slightest ounce of betrayal about him.  Either way, there was little to be done about it now in any case, as all he could do was sit and wait.
 
Kad leaned back on his barstool, sipping a drink and taking in the room once more, this time with a bit less caution. The bar’s rough looking interior, and even rougher clientele was beginning to make him feel nostalgic for the days he’d frequented such places.  Even the obnoxiously singing drunk he’d heard earlier seemed to have become a lot less irritating, so much so that Kaz had half a mind to offer the man another round and request a few songs of his own.  As if reading his mind, Kaz noticed the serenade had ceased, and the man seemed to be slowly walking….or doing his best attempt at walking, towards him at the bar.  Kaz smiled to himself and turned towards the bartender, meaning to order another round of drinks for himself, and for what he hoped would be a viable new means of information.  The smile, and the order both died on his lips however, as he heard the unmistakable sound of twin ion engines screaming overhead.
 

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

 

Kaz wiped remnants of the fiery liquor from his mouth with the back of a heavily bandaged hand. Most of the events after leaving the bar were merely a blur, but Kaz had been around the galaxy a few too many times to believe it’d stay that way for long.  

 

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

 

At the sound of the TIE roaring overhead, Kaz quickly made his way through the crowd of patrons to the bar’s exit, fearing the worst.  Stepping into the eerily deserted street, Kaz could make out dozens of angry voices, all but drowning out the amplified words from a loudspeaker booming a few blocks away.  Kaz set off towards the sound of voices at a dead sprint, spurred on by his growing sense of dread.  Dodging the sparse traffic on the street, Kaz had made it almost a block when a blue flash racing overhead stopped him dead in his tracks.
 

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

 

Kaz drained the last dregs from the bottle, tossing it behind him to shatter amongst the dying flames of the devastated landscape.  Most of those killed had simply been vaporized with the impact of the proton torpedo, but the explosion had caused a number of buildings to merely collapse, spreading fires throughout the affected area in the process.  For Kaz, it had been like reliving a nightmare one last, horrifying time.

 

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

 

Deafening silence followed the ear shattering crash of the explosion, just another of the ironies of warfare.  Soon would come the cries from the survivors, fearful cries 
and screams from those who lay wounded or dying.  For his part, Kaz found he’d escaped the blast relatively unscathed, and a moment later was rushing towards a half collapsed building aglow with flames.  There was strange, high pitched screaming from those trapped inside the building, and as Kaz ran towards the sound, he realized in absolute horror that it was the pained crying of children. 
 

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

 

Kaz pushed himself painfully to his feet, ignoring the fresh flare of pain from his bandaged hands.  He’d done all he could…hadn’t he?  There’d just been so many to save, and so precious little time to save them.  Kaz sighed heavily, trying to shake the past from his mind and focus on the present.  

 

Following the brief revolt, there had been orders to stand down and allow the Imperials to retreat unharmed to transports for evacuating the planet.  Those orders had quickly changed into the AF soldiers taking on the impossible task of keeping enraged mobs of citizens away from the Imperials long enough for both groups to survive.  Soldiers of the New Republic, protecting Imperials from the families of those they’d just murdered.  It had been such an absurdly ridiculous situation, that Kaz chose to merely wander the streets, alone with his thoughts.

 

An AF member he didn’t recognized spotted Kaz as he stood, running up to him and mentioning the transports back to the Dashan would be leaving soon.  Kaz nodded to the man, turning to follow him and wondering how long it’d be until he could sleep again.

-Kaz Falcion

The door wooshed open and Alex was shocked at the mess. "Oh my," he said as he stood in the doorframe, looking at the disaster area that had been his quarters when he left. There was soot all over the carpet, and a thin scum on one of the walls. Closer inspection revealed that the linens on the bed were burnt. It looked as if someone had been smoking in bed in here. It turned out to have been one of the glowpanels in the ceiling. Although he was no fire inspector, it seemed plainly obvious that a spark from the blown out panel had landed on the bed, which quickly turned from a restful spot into a huge tinderbox. I suppose I should be thankful I wasn't here at the time. Small comfort. I probably could have put it out. He took another look around. Preferably before my plant was destroyed. Well, this was certainly not going to work. Alex went to the closet and got out the second pillow and blanket, then headed out again.
    He had expected the lounge to be empty at this hour, after these trying times, but he was mistaken. "Ah, Ms. Richardson, Ma'am. Sorry if I disturbed you. I'll go someplace else."
    "Nah, 's okay," she said. "What's that for?"
    "Hm? Oh, the pillow. While we were away, there was a small fire in my room. Under normal circumstances, I suppose it would have been contained but, considering the beating the ship was taking..." Alex stopped talking and made a motion with his hands, as if to say, poof!
    "Oh. I see."
    Alex pulled two tables together and hopped on. "There. That'll do nicely."
    Sen looked at him, lying on the tables with the pillow and blanket, boots still on. He looked oddly at home there, as if he slept on a slab all the time. "Whiskey?" she offered, holding the bottle out.
    "Thank you, no," he said, and sat up, cross legged.
    Sen nodded. "You hear about Indy?"
    "Who? Oh, you mean Admiral Bridger. Yes. Very unfortunate."
    "Unfortunate? You don't sound exactly shaken up."
    "In my entire life, my total conversations with the woman totaled six words. Needless to say I didn't know her very well."
    "Yeah. Well, she was a great woman."
    Alex sighed. "So I've heard. Thousands of times. From everyone. I have probably heard enough stories about Indiana Bridger to compose a biography." He shook his head. "I will never understand this fixation with death. It's unavoidable. It is the one thing we share. Rebels, Imperials, Humans, Rodians, Trandoshans, Grans, Jedi, from the commander in chief of the whole universe down to the lowly academy dropouts who clean the engine exhaust ports, every last one of us dies. And then, when it happens, the rest of the world is blown away, and everyone stops and mourns over that person, like they never saw it coming. It's tragic, okay. You miss them, realize you'll never talk to them again. But it hasn't stopped the planets turning."
    Sen stared at him. "It's more than that, though. I don't just miss her. I think about all the things she did, the good she accomplished, and how much more she had left to give before time caught up with her." She paused, letting the memories flow. "She was a good person, and we're all going to miss her."
    There was silence for a moment, as Alex realized how much the Admiral had meant to the people of the AF. You're a stupid fool Alex. He thought to himself. Of course you're not shaken. You didn't know her. It's easy to stand back and criticize them for their "weakness". He looked at the sadness in Sen's face again. Just pray you never have to be where she is now. Alex got up and went behind the bar, taking down a glass. "I've changed my mind, I think I will take some of that whiskey." Sen poured him some, and he sipped it, savoring the aroma. "I was wrong about one thing."
    "What's that?"
    "I'm sure I don't know very much about her. Why don't you fill me in?"
-Alex G

Sen took another sip of her whiskey, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. “I never knew Indy personally. Only knew of her. Although I barely had any direct contact with her, I have a great deal of respect for her. She’s not much older than me, and look, she’s a fleet CO. She’s even got half a squad of little kids running around.” That stopped her for a minute. 

“Are you alright?” Alex sat up from his makeshift bed. “I’m sorry for bothering you this way.” 

“No, no. It’s okay. I didn’t kill her. She has kids. Young ones.” She trailed off again. “It’s the kids thing. I mainly grew up without my mother. I wish I knew her. Indy’s kids. . . their little. They don’t need this.” 

He nodded encouragingly, but for all she knew he could have been faking it. 

“I believe in the idea of a family with both parents around. Caring ones.” 

“I see.” 

“But stories of Indy, I don’t have.” She realized her bottle was empty. “Indy ain’t the only one on my mind.” She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She heard Alex lay back down on his new bed. “In a way Indy was lucky.” She continued to speak, not really caring to see if anyone was listening. “At her young age, she married and had those kids. She‘s an accomplished admiral. Fleet CO. She‘s got friends everywhere. She had everything.” She stood to pace around the room. 

He sat up again to listen. 

“Meanwhile, I’ve got nothing. She’s what, three years older than I? I’m not married. I lost Jarryl. I lost Keiran. I’ve got no kiddies running around calling me mommy. My family’s disowned me. I’ve probably got no friends. She had everything. I have nothing. Then, why she die? Why her, not me? I coulda died. I could be the body in the morgue. What worth is my life, anyway? I’m just a freaking loner.” She picked up another bottle. 

1LT Sen Richardson 
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 The end of the fighting didn't equal a nice coffee break for Blazer.  Through the random outbursts of fighting, the riots, not to mention the destruction caused by the Torpedo strikes, left more wounded people than Ketaris' medical facilities could handle.  But the planet was recovering from the war and soon there wasn't much for Blazer to do.  It was all left to the doctors and nurses of Ketaris now.  Blazer strode along a sidewalk.  Most of the Aurora Force units were beginning to pack up their equipment, which meant only one thing; he was probably going to get called soon to leave the planet... Which means if I don't hurry, I might not see Julie again!  Blazer thought to himself as he quickened his pace.  
He rounded a corner to another scar in the city caused by the torpedoes.  He stopped in his tracks as he tried to figure.  Most of the surroundings looked as if it was the right place.  But smoldering debris, and mangled metal was all that could be seen.  Sithspit, one of the torpedoes must have overshot and landed here! Blazer thought to himself as he began dodging through the debris.  He spotted a hand reaching from under a pile of debris.  He looked to see if anyone was underneath but all there was was the hand.  He turned away from it to see the barn in which the shuttle that brought him down to Ketaris.  It was intact, probably held up by the shuttle within.  Then he saw the house, or what was left of it.  Half of it collapsed and all the windows shattered away.

    His mind began to race and his head pounded as he weaved his way through the peices of debris in the road.  He ran past what was left of the cabin on the old speeder truck, the cargo part was no where to be seen.  He saw Julie kneeling on the porch, her back turned to him.  "JULIE!" Blazer yelled at as he nearly tripped over a pile of debris.  She only turned toward him slightly, tears streaming down her face.  Then he saw Jarod, her father, in her arms.  He tried to see who was coming, but his face twisted in pain.  Blazer ran up to the porch of the house, which didn't seem too stable but Blazer didn't care.  "Julie, are you okay?" Blazer asked as he knelt down and started inspecting the old man's wounds.  It didn't look good at all.  He pulled out his comlink, "This is Barnes, I need an ambulance ASAP.  I have my comlink on so you can find where."  He placed it on the ground next to him as it burst with static, then a voice crackled through, "Be advised, all medical transportation is tied up.  It may be a while."

    Blazer worked furiously over Jarod.  He had what seemed to be a severe concussion, broken bones, and lots of internal bleeding.  There really wasn't much he could do.  He got a plasma line going, but it began dribbling away, and Jarod showed no sign of getting any better. Suddenly Jarod seized one of Blazer's arms.  "Jack, good to see you..." He muttered through cringed teeth.

    "Jarod, I need you to relax.  And try not to talk."  Blazer replied, even though he knew it was useless.

    "Take care of... of Julie will ya." Jarod cringed from a last wave a pain, squeezed Julie's hand one last time, and then drifted away.  Julie began to cry again, sobbing loudly and rested her forehead on her father's.  Blazer tried to say something, but only a lump in his throat came.  He tried to swallow to make it go away, but it stayed put.  He sighed and reached out his arm to put his hand on her shoulder.  At first she flinched from his touched, then reached with her own hand to hold his.  Just then, an Ambulance speeder pulled up, its crew jumping out.  The head medic of the ambulance ran up stopping next to Blazer.

            “He still alive?” The man asked as he waved his hands to the others with the stretcher.

            Blazer looked up at him, then at Julie.  He could see the pain in her eyes. “No” Blazer croaked through a dry throat.

            “All right, We’ll take him over to the temporary morgue then.” The man said grimly… (To be continued…)

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Stalker stood and watched as the chaos started to end. "I made my way, from a landing out in jungle, all the way out to here, being shot at, and targetted for no reason when I get here?" the colonel wondered as he shook his head.  Imperial personnel started to walk by

him towards their transports out.  "A day ago they'd have been trying to kill me.  Now they just walk by.  Incredible!" he recognized.  

"I wonder what the casualties are. They have to be incredibly high.  Maybe Blazer can tell me.  And for that matter, where's Renan?"  As he thought, someone tapped him on the shoulder.  

"Hi Stalks."

"Hey Renan.  Where'd you go."

"I've been around.  Looks like we missed most of the fight."

"Yeah, seems that way.  I guess we'd better find out if we're responsible for the shuttle.  Is Indy around?"

"Umm, Stalker?" Renan hesitated, "Didn't you hear? She's dead."  The two commandos just stood for a moment, as if in shock.  

"She seemed a little too strong to die.  I guess we're all mortal." Stalker said quietly as he looked at the ground.

"Yeah, we only have the time that we have." Renan agreed.

"Well, I guess we had better go get that shuttle.  You have the coordinates?" 

"Yeah, you got some means of getting there?  I'm not doing that mess again."  Renan pointed at his head.

Stalker gave a half smile.  "You should know me better than that by now."  Stalker walked over and pulled the debris off an abandoned speeder. 

"Nice model, looks like it was a family model.  I wonder where the owner is." Renan commented as he hopped in.

"I don't want to know.  There's too much death and suffering here." Stalker shook his head as he started the craft and took off.

Colonel Stalker

Lucidity was a fickle friend. Sometimes Janet would hear medical staff talking low around her sickbed, then she would be standing beside them, listening, but not comprehending. Then again, she would be floating along in a brackish stream, face turned towards low gray clouds with leafless black branches scratching at the sky. Then she was a young lieutenant in the Academy, listening to an instructor drone on and on about the flight characteristics of banthas.  

All very confusing. 

But when it did arrive, it was more foe than ally. Can’t get warm. Hard to breathe. Muscles aching from incessant trembling. Can’t move, and don’t want to. Joints screaming. 

 

Wish I could just go ahead and die and be out of this misery.

 



 

Despondent and crestfallen, Mark sat outside the medical ward, his face ashen, black hair more disheveled than usual from weaving his fingers through it as he rested his head in his hands.

 

Twice he had been turned away from seeing her. The second time he almost made it, dressed in pilfered medical scrubs, before he was discovered and had security called on him. He would never make a good commando. 

 

But he was determined to get near her; not even the scare of contagion could keep him away. It was a risk worth taking – after all, if she was going to die, he didn’t care to continue on anyway.

 

He loved her, and no longer cared who saw it. She was dying, with no one who truly cared for her there to hold her hand, be with her till the end. The doctors, nurses, they cared, sure - but not like a friend, a loved one. The medics were too busy with all the other wounded and dying to stand beside and console her. 

 

Why did they keep it so danged cold in these waiting rooms? He trembled as he had upon learning of Alderaan, realizing that he would never see his wife and young daughter again. Those things he had wanted to say to them, tell them just one more time; he would give anything to have that opportunity.

 

He wouldn’t make that same mistake again, even if it meant losing her – though it looked as if that was going to happen anyway.

 

“Captain Wyler?”

 

Mark looked up at the doctor who had thrown him out of the ward the first time.

 

“How is she?”

 

“Tests are back. She's not contagious. You will be allowed to go and see her, but only for a few moments.”

 

“Is she going to die?”

 

“We’re doing our best to save her, I can assure you.”

 

He wasn’t sure how to read that statement, but he tried to gather hope from it.

 

This time he was given a pair of scrubs and mask to wear. Now legal, he was led where she had been moved from isolation, a private room. Rank has its privileges.

 

He wasn’t prepared for seeing her like this, so weak and wrung out, defenseless, with both arms hooked up to IV’s, pumping medicine into her fevered body. The only sounds beyond the retreating footsteps of the doctor were the hum of the monitoring equipment at her bedside, her labored breathing, and the beating of his heart.

 

She was plainly suffering. Gosh darn stupid bug!

 

Wishing he could take it all away, he did all that was in his power to do; sit beside the bed and hold her hand.

 

“Jan?” Her hand burned in his. She opened her eyes at his voice, gaze staring blankly at nothing. He had no idea if she could hear him or not. 

 

“It’s Mark. I hope you’re feeling better. There’s a lot of people pulling for you.”

 

He watched her for a time, then realizing that the doctor might pop in at any moment to make him leave, he went on to what he wanted to tell her.

 

“Look, I know there’s someone else, but there’s something I’ve gotta say.”

 

Now that it came right to it, his nerve began to falter. Courage, Mark. Better do it now; there may not be a ‘later.’ He’d been through that before.

 

“We’ve known each other a long time, you know, and been through a lot of things, some good, some bad. But we’ve always gone through them together, you ever notice that?”

 

He winced, cursing his lack of skill with words.

 

“Well, over the years I’ve become quite attached to you.”

 

He squeezed her hand, feeling both trepidation and relief as his true feelings for her began to breathe open air.

 

“Truth is, you’ve gone and wormed your way into my heart – until I find that I....”

 

His vision became blurred with tears. “I can’t lose you, Jan. You’re all the world to me. Maybe I’m a fool for telling you this, and maybe Jinx is watching with his force powers and will fly back from wherever he is and cut me in half with his lightsaber. But, by the Raven, I’m going to say it anyway.”

 

Her eyes remained half open, unseeing. Choking back tears, he stroked her hair. 

 

“I care for you. Deeply. Really.”

 

Aw, heck, that just wasn’t it. He took a deep, steadying breath.

 

“Fact is...is that I...I love you.”

 

He broke. Tears streamed down his face. Pulling the mask down from his nose and mouth, he pressed her hand to his lips.

 

Her eyes closed. Mark’s pulse quickened, but her breathing continued its arduous rhythm. 

 

He wanted to cry out, confess how he would be lost, that his life would be empty and meaningless without her. But he had to be brave, for her. Pulling himself together, he rose and put his mouth to her ear.

 

“You’re going to make it,” he said softly. “You’re a fighter. You’re going to pull through this and be just fine. Ain’t no bug anywhere that can put an end to my Janet.”

 

Approaching footsteps. 

 

He nuzzled her cheek and kissed it gently before putting the mask back in place.

 

The doctor stepped in and held the door open. “All right, Captain,” he said. “Time to let the General get some rest.”

 

He wiped his eyes and eased towards the door, reluctant to leave.

 

“Take good care of her.”

 

“Don’t you worry, sir.”

 

“She will be all right, won’t she?”

 

“We will keep you informed.”

 

“Sleep well, Jan. I’ll be back.” He looked the doctor squarely in the eye. “One way or another.”

 

He took one more look at her, hoping it wouldn’t be the last, before walking away, leaving her to battle the illness without his hand in hers.

 



 

Janet became aware of the smell of the Raven filtering through the sanitized scent of hospital room. A familiar voice, speaking from the heart. Then an odd feeling of something like a stiff brush tickling her cheek. Comforted, she slipped into a place where troubling dreams couldn’t reach her.

 

":)

Skyy

Darik “Deuce” Klivan snapped his eyes open and sprang out of bed.  His dreams were filled with images he couldn’t quite make sense of and didn’t want to try.  He grunted and looked around.  Civilian hospital.  Ketaris?  A quick look out the window confirmed he was still groundside.  The torpedo hit the Dancing Bantha.  He remembered hearing the TIE engines, knowing what was coming.  But…what did he do?  Deuce cleared his head with a quick shake and tried to focus.  Taking a deep breath, he realized the first of his injuries, broken ribs on the right side of his ribcage.  He winced and vaguely remembered diving out of the way of the torpedo’s carnage.  That’s right.  He hit the pavement hard and something fell on him.  A beam?  Perhaps.  He tried to piece together the thoughts of the last moments of consciousness…what the hell happened to Barnes?  Deuce groaned.  He was probably going to be held responsible for this.  He remembered seeing the medic, then…a drink, a new friend and…the torpedo.

“Damn.”, he swore to himself and began looking around for his clothes and accessories.  “Damn fool medic running off to get himself killed.”  Deuce scowled and launched himself out of bed.  Burns, on his arms and legs.  He groaned and took a look at his arms.  IV needles were sticking in and out.  No matter, he gritted his teeth and began removing them one by one from the veins in his arms.  Luckily it seemed that with all the civilian casualties in the past few days, he hadn’t been separated from his clothing.  He carried no New Republic ID, of course, so he’d been stuck with civilians.  At least, that was the theory that made the most sense to him.  A cursory scan of the room revealed the location of his shirt, flight jacket and holsters.  Of course, his weapons had been confiscated. 

Or relocated.  Getting dressed quickly, Deuce staggered towards the door and was surprised to see two security guards outside it.  

They seemed equally surprised to see him.  “Back to bed, Klivan.”, came the order from one.  “You’ve had your fun and only the Force knows why and how you ended up on Ketaris, but you’re in our custody now, to be extradited to the Corellian system first.  Should’ve taken care of some of your arrest warrants.”  Both men put their hands on the butts of their blaster rifles as Klivan tensed up.  

“Yeah…well, about that.”, Klivan began to stammer out before ducking and throwing his shoulder into one of the guards, then kicking the other in the stomach.  A quick cuff on he back of the neck dropped one of the guards and Deuce’s uppercut KO’d the second one.  He looked around and realized there were several other people in the hall, medical personnel and security guards.  Someone had sounded an alarm.  Klivan bent down and liberated one of the guards’ rifles before sprinting off down a windowed hallway like a crazy man…a description that probably fit him on some days.  Security personnel were coming down from the other end of the hallway.  

“Stang!” he shouted and looked around.  Noticing the full length glass windows in the walkway, roughly ten feet off the ground, he grimaced.  “This isn’t gonna be good…”, Klivan muttered to himself.  With a moment’s hesitation, he slammed the butt of the carbine into the glass and threw himself through the window shortly thereafter.  He landed on the hard ground in a shower of glass shards and stun fire from the security guards.  

“Stang stang stang!” he screamed as he forced himself to his feet.  Thoughts were coming through his head quickly, too quickly to make sense almost.   He vocalized them to keep his priorities straight.  

“Get off Ketaris.  Barnes.  Gotta find Barnes, keep him safe.  Medic.”, Deuce wheezed and coughed.  “Gotta get a medic.  Barnes is a medic.  Gotta find Barnes.”  Deuce ran for several city blocks before he felt he was safe and allowed himself to rest and breathe.  

“If I were Barnes, I’d be…I’d be with the farm babe!  Alright Barnes!”  Deuce’s mild cheer was cut short by the pain exploding all over his body.  He coughed again and crept out from the alleyway he’d ducked into for cover.  He scanned the street quickly and found exactly what he needed.  A landspeeder, unattended and unobserved.  

“Gotta get to that farm and get that shuttle back.  I can pick up Barnes there, find Zykara and get them off planet, then…yeah, that’ll work.”  He made his way to the speeder and quickly smashed through the window of the driver’s seat, slipping his way under the dashboard and with skilled fingers, he had the speeder started.  “Alright, time to go.”  He tucked the blaster rifle between the seats where authorities might not see it, but where it was easy to get to if he needed it.  He was pretty sure he could avoid any complications if he slipped up the backroads to the farm.  He remembered it’s position well enough and had never really had much of a problem getting from point A to point B.  A quick fast-talk at the city gates and he was on his way, shooting out towards the Naimon family farm.  

“Sithspit,”, he muttered as he slowed the speeder and saw the wreckage.  He pulled behind the ambulance and stumbled out, grabbing the blaster rifle in his usual style and staggered into the front yard.  

“BARNES!”, he bellowed.  “Baaaaaarnes!”  The medic made his way out of the house where he’d been comforting Julie.  She followed him tentatively.  Blazer looked both confused and mystified at seeing Deuce standing there in the front yard. 

“Deuce?”  Deuce nodded and stumbled up to the porch before clutching Blazer’s shoulders and starting to fall to the ground.  

“Thought…I’d…find you here.”, Klivan took a deep breath and continued talking.  “You ever duck out on me again and I’ve gotta come find your ass…I’m gonna do some dental work with a hydrospanner, got it?”  Deuce coughed again and promptly faded into unconsciousness.

-Sconn/Deuce

 Blazer slowed Deuce's fall as unconsciousness overtook him.  "Jeeze Deuce, what'd you get into this time?" Blazer muttered to himself as he looked the other man over.  He looked beat up but still operational, mostly.  The head medic from the ambulance looked out.  "What the heck, another one?"
    "He'll be all right.  You can head out now, I suppose."  Blazer looked up at Julie, who was still wiping away some tears from her cheeks.

    "You sure he's all right.  He looks like he got trampled by a Bantha to me." The ambulance medic said skeptically.

    "Yeah, he's fine.  He probably just got in a bar fight or somethin'" Blazer lied.

    "Riiiigggght.  Well, he's your problem now.  All right boys, lets get this bucket of bolts moving!"  He yelled as he hopped into the drivers seat and sped away.  Julie sat down on a pile of debris and watched the speeder ambulance disappear into the city.  Blazer studied her for a moment, crouching next to Deuce's limp body.  It's amazing he thought, how well she's handled this.  Her father just died in her arms of all things that life's ugly side could throw at her.  She's changed somehow.  She almost panicked when I had helped the old man after Neesh knocked him out in the barn, but now, she's like this. It's almost if she grew up in the blink of an eye...  Deuce made a groan type noise that took Blazer's attention away from Julie.  "Well Deuce, we finally decide to wake up toda-AAAAAHhhhhckkkkk."  Blazer choked as Deuce's hand shot up in blur and clutched around Blazer's throat.

    "Why you little... oh, its you.  Sorry"  Deuce let go of Blazers throat.  Blazer reached to masage his throat.  "We need to get off this rock.  Is that shuttle still around?"

    "Well, yeah." Blazer said with a rasp, "Its still in the barn I think, but I don't know if it still-"

    "Good enough." Deuce grunted as he stood, staggered a bit to find his balance.  "Come on Barnes, I'd like to get off this chunk of space slime today."

    "All right.  Give me just a sec." Blazer picked up his medical gear, and then trudged his way over next to Julie, who turned to face him.  "Well Julie... I guess..." Blazer paused, then sighed, "I guess this is good-bye then."

    "I suppose it is Jack.  Goodbye."  Julie said as she leaned over and kissed him.  Blazers eyebrows shot up for a second, as her lips touched his and he felt... he felt... he felt like he was falling over.  The two crashed to the ground, then heard Deuce say through chuckling, "oops, maybe that was a bad time to nudge you."

    Blazer scrambled back to his feet and gave Deuce an annoyed glare before helping Julie up.  "Well, whoever said anything about good-byes.  The Farmin' Dazzle could come with us." Blazer opened his mouth to reply, but closed it again.  He never thought about that.  No, it was better if she stayed here.  Her life was here, he couldn't tell her to leave... "I have nothing left here." Julie whispered as she looked at what was left of her home.  Blazer turned to Julie.  "I can go.  There's nothing here to hold me back anymore."

    "Well, I..." Blazer tried to come up with something to say.  For some reason, it seemed like everything was running by at the speed of light, and Blazer was moving the speed of a snail.  "uhh... if, if its what you want I suppose" Blazer mumbled, as he was completely out of words to say.

    "It's okay Jack." Julie said with a smile, and reached out to hold Blazer's hand.  For some reason, look at Julie smiling made it seem like the right thing to do.

    "All right, its settled then.  Well ladies and medics, tap your heels together cause we are getting off this junk pile of a planet!" Deuce proclaimed and started trudging toward the barn with the shuttle.  Blazer and Julie followed, hand in hand...

 

 

LCL Jack "Blazer" Barnes

He awoke.  Moving didn't hurt anymore.  Looking around, he saw he wasn't where he thought he was either.  Instead, it was a valley of sorts.  "This is definately not Ketaris."
 

   "No, my boy, it most certainly is not."  Spinning around, Kirghy saw a grizzled old man sitting on a rock.  "Good of you to finally make it.  I was getting worried."
 

   Who was this-?  Wait, he knew who this was.  "Grandfather?  But, I haven't seen you in..."
 

  "Eighteen years.  Yes, I hated to leave you, especially knowing what I knew, but I knew that if I stayed, you would be in grave danger."  Helrick of Kulhimavai paused to look at his grandson closely.  He's got his father's eyes, he thought upon further examination then continued.  "You see, I was a Jedi Knight.  Of couse I never told you about that."
 

   Of all the things he could have said, only one thing came to mind.  "Why not?"
 

=====================================================
 

  "Clear!"  The doctor worked as quickly as he could, but Death was still winning this one.

   "Doctor!  I'm reading massive brain wave activity, but the rest of his body is shutting down."  

 

   "What the heck?"  

================================================================

 

   "Like I said, you would have been in danger.  You see, Darth Vader was still searching for the Jedi at that point.  I knew that that telling you would put you in danger just as if I'd stayed.  But, there was one thing that I was afraid of.  You, my dear, dear boy, are Force sensitive"  Helrick smiled with that last statement as Kirghy's jaw dropped.  "I could sense it when you were born.  Quite strong actually.  Anyways, I used the Force to...manipulate your mind.  I placed a nice, little compulsion right there."  As he said it, he pointed towards a point in the valley.
 

   Kirghy allowed his eyes to follow.  A second later he realized he was looking at a dam designed for holding back water, but that the dam was also cracked, allowing some water to leak through.  "What's wrong with the dam?"
   
   "That is the compulsion that I implanted.  It's about to burst, allowing the Force to manifest itself as it should have done years ago.  You're also dying."  
 

   "Dying?  But...but I feel fine."  
 

=====================================================
 

   The machine's tone changed once more.  Instead of beeping, it was one continuous tone.  The doctor tried as best he could, but to no avail.  He didn't even bother to turn off the equipment as he began filling out the death certificate.  "Let's see....Time of death was.."

   However, death was not the final act which many had assumed it would be.  In fact,  this was the beginning....

================================================================

 

    "Yes.  Your brain is trying to seal the breach.  However, it's not doing a very good job."  Helrick stopped as a chunk was blown out of the dam.  Now, a fair sized stream flowed through the valley.  "In fact, medically speaking, you are indeed dead.  That will change in about....Oh, I should be going.  We will speak again soon.  Farewell."
 

   Kirghy watched as the Force specter of his grandfather vanished.  "No!  Don't leave me!"  Then a rumble turned his attention back towards the dam just in time to see it burst.  A tidal wave of the Force rushed towards him.  He anticipated the impact as it approached.  As the wave hit, he wondered if anyone else would know.
 

=====================================================
 
   The tone of the machine suddenly changed from a solid tone to a steady beep.  The doctor stopped writing to check the monitors.  Heart activity, breathing, and brain waves were all normal.  For the second time, all he could think to say was, "What the heck?"  Then his training took over.  He called the nurses back in and finished closing up the wounds.  This patient would live and, with a little help from a bacta tank, would fully recover.  "Ok, prep a tank.  Everyone, you did great, and so did our patient."

 

 

 

Kirgs

The speeder ride was nice and refreshing for Renan. The open-air cockpit let air blow through and over his face. Renan sighed, and sat back further in his chair. He slowly closed his eyes, but felt a small punch on his shoulder, "You're not going to sleep on me...I'm as tired as you are."

  Renan smirked, sat back up and stretched, "Good point." He sighed, "It still hasn't sunken in the Indy being..."

  Stalker nodded, "Yeah, I know." He banked the speeder slowly and they were out of the wooded area and in a clearing. Over in the far corner was the shuttle that had dropped them off. Stalker smiled, probably for the first time since they arrived. "There it is..Oh Sith."

  Renan glanced over, "what?"

  "No pilot."

  Renan smirked, "I'm a pilot."

  "...you are?"

  Renan nodded, "Normally fly an X-wing, thought I'd try something different this mission though. But, I think I'm going back to snubfighters... hope Lighting takes me."

  Stalker shook his head, "No wonder you were so rusty."

  "Hey..I resent that."

  "Resent it all you want, just get us off this rock."

-Renan Darrillia

Stalker and Renan walked towards the shuttle.  "How's it look?" Renan questioned.

"It doesn't look too bad, what's the inside like? Flyable?"  

Renan rummaged around inside.  "It's functional, but someone came through here.  That or we were more in a rush than I thought. " He yelled out.

"Eh, between the two of us, we'll get this rusty bucket of bolts out of here."

"You're not a pilot though."

"That's what you said.  I've served in the PBF."

Stalker smirked.  Renan's jaw dropped and swung open. 

"Come on, we've got a checklist to run through.  Let's get on it."  Stalker pushed him as he walked in.

Stalker

“That woman’s a stone-cold bitch.”
            The tech looked up from his work, startled at his friend’s comment.  “Who is?”

            The second tech vaguely motioned toward where General Tag Rendar was moving across the hangar deck.  “Her.  I heard from one of the techs that takes care of Ice Squadron’s gear that General Rendar there was the Admiral’s best friend.”
            The first tech watched Tag for a few moments, as she coordinated getting gear loaded onto shuttles for transport.  The fleet had gathered the forces still on the ground at Ketaris and headed out again, first to Golgan III, where most of the fleet had left the Dashan for berths on the Imladris in order to get back to Xenen – they were leaving the Dashan and several other ships behind at Golgan III for repairs.  The Cadeceus hadn’t waited for the fleet at Golgan III – it had used the system as a point for course correction and then with Ice Squadron as an escort had headed home, to Xenen, in order to make use of the facilities there for the treatment of the wounded.

            “I mean, really.  Look at her.  No pain in her eyes.  No nothing.  Just there, doing her job.”

            The first tech shrugged.  “Maybe she’s good at burying the pain.”

            His friend shook his head.  “No way, man.  A stone-cold bitch.  That’s what she is.  A stone-cold bitch.”

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

            Nylan Bridger crossed his arms over his chest, watching for the shuttles to begin coming down as he stood on the edge of the tarmac at Shay Base.  The Cadeceus had brought home the wounded, dying, and dead a few days before, and already the burials were taking place, on a parcel of land that could hardly be used for anything else.  He’d thought it would make a fitting resting place for the men and women who’d fought and died at Ketaris.

            It was late, the stars were already shining in the sky.  His cousin’s children were already in bed, tucked in safe and warm.  I’ll have to try harder to find Mike.  The kids need their father now, more than they need their cousins or their uncle.
            The base was quiet, somewhat empty – most of the personnel had either gone to bed or was with the fleet orbiting above them.  The only reason that Nylan was really out there were the intelligence documents in his pocket, the documents that he had been ordered to turn over to Carlos DeLong, interim commander of the Aurora Force.  There are worse people for the job than him.  He’ll do fine, for as long as he needs to do the job.  If we’re lucky, this’ll totally throw everyone who’s out to get us totally off-balance.  Hopefully that’s what it does.  Then, maybe some good can come from all of this.
            He cast a sidelong glance at the slender blonde woman that stood with a security escort not far away.  It had been Tag’s idea, letting the Imperial Intelligence agent they had in custody talk to Walex.  The security had been his idea.  Hopefully this will work out as well as she’s hoping it will.  I trust her intuition, but still...then again, Cassie seems different, now, I guess.  Maybe it’ll work out.
            His eyes returned to the sky.  The shuttles were beginning to come down.

            The Aurora Force had come home.

~ Indy

