
        
            
                
            
        

    	
Hello and welcome to The Liberty Lounge! The Liberty 
              Lounge is the Vigilant's bar and recreational facility, 
              named in honour of Renegade Wing's former ship, and it's favourite 
              watering hole. Many of the Vigilant's pilots meet here after 
              missions to unwind and swap stories. Some of these stories will 
              be featured here, and many explain how the pilots came to have a 
              favorite beverage. We hope you enjoy them!
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            Predator's Tale

            Walking into the dimly lit lounge, Mustang and Typhoon saw Predator 
              sitting by himself at one of the tables in the lounge, his face 
              bathed in a soft bluish light coming from the small glass set in 
              front of him. "Hey fly boy!" Mustang greeted Predator and as both 
              he and Typhoon sat down at the table. 
            
Studying the dark, flaming liquid sitting in front of their squad 
              mate Predator, Typhoon asked "What's that you're having?" 
            
"It's called flameout, a little something I learned of at Obroa 
              Skai, during a stop I made there, just as I was transferring to 
              the Liberty. "How about going a round with me?" Predator 
              asked. 
            
Speaking for both himself and Typhoon, Mustang said with a wicked 
              grin on his face "Sure, as long as you're buying!" 
            
"Hey Mixer pal, could you get a flameout for both of my friends 
              here please?" Predator yelled across the lounge towards the bar 
              tending droid. In a few minutes Mixer arrived at the table carrying 
              two glasses of the same dark beverage Predator was having. "Thanks 
              Mixer, put 'em on my tab," said Predator as Mixer set both drinks 
              on the table. Typhoon and Mustang were already reaching for the 
              drink when Predator stopped them saying, "Hold it you two." 
            
"Light 'em up!" Predator told Mixer. 
            
Following Predator's request the droid extended a miniature flame 
              projector from one of his three appendages. With it Mixer first 
              proceeded to warm the underside of both glasses. When the beverages 
              appeared to be rather hot, Mixer lit the liquid itself. It burned 
              with a bluish flame. Once both drinks were lit, just as Predator's 
              was, Mixer put in a straw in the center of the ring of fire on each 
              of the three beverages. As he did so he announced, "The drinks are 
              now served." 
            
"Ready to commence the competition?" asked the bartender droid. 
            
In nearly perfect unison, both Typhoon and Mustang turned to face 
              Predator with a puzzled look in their eyes. "Was there something 
              you didn't tell us?" inquired Typhoon. 
            
"It's actually very simple," answered Predator. "The object of 
              the competition is to see who can chug-a lug their drink the fastest 
              after Mixer gives us the go, and that's it." Predator said in his 
              most innocent manner. 
            
"Ready?" asked the droid again. 
            
All three Buccaneers responded "Ready!" 
            
Mixer started the countdown, "3...2...1...Go!" 
            
Mixer had barely finished giving the go and all three pilots had 
              started sipping their flaming drinks as fast as they could through 
              the narrow straws. In just about three seconds the contest was over. 
              Mixer announced Predator was the victor. Although he had won by 
              not much more than a tenth of a second Mixer's precise sensors could 
              keep track of all three contestants simultaneously with complete 
              accuracy. 
            
When both Typhoon and Mustang tried to breath they made a gasping 
              sound as the strong drink burned their tongues and simultaneously 
              froze their throats. 
            
Predator who was already accustomed to the flameout only gave out 
              a long "Ah! That feels good!" 
            
After partially recovering from the strange sensation, Predator's 
              squad mates, still with a hand to their throats asked, "Where did 
              you find out about this drink?" 
            
"It's kind of a long story, you got the time?" asked Predator. 
            
"We don't have to report back to duty 'til twenty one hundred," 
              responded Mustang. 
            
"It's only nineteen hundred, right now. We have plenty of time," 
              answered Predator. 
            
And so Predator began... 
            
This story takes place right before I arrived on the Liberty 
              about a month ago. As you might have learned from my bio, after 
              a couple of my clansmen and I escaped from an Imperial ship, we 
              were found by an Alliance task force. It was then that we decided 
              to join the Rebel Alliance. Once we were on board one of the task 
              force's ships, we were taken to the CRS Independence to be 
              assigned to a squadron. 
            
I was berthed on an old, battered freighter called the Leery 
              Pyrate to rendezvous with the CRS Liberty. I expected 
              the trip to be a short one, only a pair of days in hyperspace. Unfortunately, 
              the hyperspace control unit burned out and we had to look for a 
              safe haven until we could get it fixed or replaced. As it turned 
              out the nearest spaceport was on Obroa Skai. Without further incident, 
              we arrived at Obroa Skai and landed on platform 35. 
            
As I started making my way down the Leery Pyrate's boarding 
              ramp, I was startled by the feel of the "wrong end" of a weapon 
              digging into my back. 
            
"I have been waiting for you, young one," said a heavily hissing 
              voice. Reflexively I spun around and caught a glimpse of my assailant, 
              his features hidden by the shadow cast by the ship's landing struts. 
              Halfway in my desperate attempt to reach my blaster, I caught the 
              butt of a rifle full on the stomach. The hard blow sent me collapsing 
              to the ground gasping for air. 
            
While lying on the durasteel floor of the landing pad, I saw my 
              aggressor step into the light. His reptilian-looking face and huge 
              bloodshot eyes now became clearly discernible beneath the powerful 
              flood lights of the landing pad's illumigrid. 
            
"Bossk!" I managed to cough out with what little air I could muster 
              into my lungs. Mixed feelings of both hatred and disbelief haunted 
              my mind as I lay on the floor beneath the bounty hunter. 
            
"Thought you could get rid of me that easily?" The bounty hunter 
              asked with a trace of bravado in his voice as he stabbed the barrel 
              of his disruptor rifle into my ribs. 
            
"But how... " was all I managed to say in a tone of bewilderment. 
              "What in the Empire does it take to get rid of this guy?" I asked 
              myself. I'd practically tossed him out an air lock the last time 
              we faced each other. I thought I'd gotten rid of him permanently. 
              It seems he wasn't interested in telling me how he had survived 
              the massive decompression and scarcity of air, commonly associated 
              with being in a ship's cargo hold at the moment of venting it into 
              space. 
            
Removing my blaster from its holster, he performed a sensor frisk 
              on me and took several other items which had shown on the scan; 
              among them my vibro-shiv, comlink, and a couple hundred credits. 
              As he gestured with his disruptor I got back on my feet. After all, 
              it was an invitation not many would have refused, knowing the mess 
              those things are capable of, especially at point blank range. It's 
              no wonder they're illegal in most sectors of the galaxy. 
            
Half walking, half being dragged, Bossk and I made our way into 
              a drinking establishment by the name of Kontiki Point. I could hardly 
              see anything in that dark smoke filled place but as we moved further 
              inside I could see Bossk signaling to a couple of Imperial Stormtroopers, 
              who I hadn't noticed were laying in wait just beside the very door 
              through which we had come. It suddenly dawned on me that Bossk wasn't 
              looking for revenge, he was going to turn me over to the Imperials. 
            
"Why?" I blurted out. "Why not just kill me and be done with it?" 
            
With a grin that sent shivers down my spine he replied, "It's more 
              profitable to turn you over to Grand Moff Lytton and collect the 
              bounty on your head than just killing you now." 
            
In a surge of courage or sheer stupidity I tried to get on his 
              nerves. "What's the matter? Getting soft?" 
            
Bossk seemed to loose his temper for a moment as he jabbed his 
              disruptor into my ribs, then in a controlled manner said, "Don't 
              push it, I could just as well settle for the 'dead' reward." As 
              a way of punctuating his statement he shoved his weapon into my 
              ribs again. From that moment I vowed to myself that if the disruptor 
              so much as touched me, I would shove it up his reptilian rear and 
              fire it first chance I got. 
            
I calmed myself down and realized that this approach was getting 
              me nowhere. It was time to try a different strategy. With one of 
              my most innocent smiles I asked "Don't I at least get a last request 
              before you turn me over to the Imperials?" It became evident that 
              the bounty hunter had no sense of humor, since after I made my smart 
              mouth remark I caught the butt of the disruptor in my ribs once 
              again. I bent down in agony as I felt a few of my ribs crack. 
            
The bounty hunter didn't seem to be to big on attracting any unnecessary 
              attention from the clientele. With his disruptor concealed underneath 
              his flight suit he made me follow him to a table right beside the 
              bar, where we would sit until the Imperial troopers came to take 
              me away. Whether the bounty hunter would decide to end it there 
              and then, or would turn me over to the Imperials, it seemed fairly 
              certain that I was on the verge of taking the 'final jump'. 
            
I was desperately trying to come up with any idea for my escape, 
              unfortunately there weren't a whole lot of choices left. Before 
              I could think over my plan, I saw the Stormtroopers' highly polished 
              armor as it glistened beneath the soft light of some sort of glow 
              rod that formed the letters of the establishment's name. As soon 
              as the imperials came into view, most of the crowd in the bar started 
              running out of Kontiki Point. Luckily I looked away from the Imperials 
              on their way in. Directly in my line of sight another light source 
              caught my attention, it was a bluish flame set on a glass, no doubt 
              a highly intoxicating beverage. When I caught a glimpse of how close 
              the Stormtroopers were, I knew it was time to act. I waited for 
              the Imperials to move in a bit closer, then in a flash I reached 
              for the flaming beverage and threw it square on the bounty hunter's 
              face. In a shriek of agony he threw his hands to his now burning 
              face, immediately dropping the disruptor to the floor on the other 
              side of the bar. 
            
There it was, the chance I'd been waiting for. The Imperial troopers 
              had begun spreading a barrage of laser bolts. I dove over the bar 
              for the disruptor, just narrowly avoiding being hit by the troopers' 
              fire. I grabbed the disruptor and aimed it at the troopers. After 
              pressing the trigger all I saw was a bright, fiery discharge hit 
              one of the troopers. The disruptor's recoil made me loose my balance, 
              as for the Stormtrooper I had hit, let's just say he was now covering 
              plenty more ground. The three remaining Stormtroopers found partial 
              cover behind one of the tables. With another powerful blast from 
              the disruptor, a good sized hole had been left on the table, and 
              two of the remaining troopers lay dead. The last thing I saw before 
              being thrown against the wall behind the bar was the surviving trooper 
              scrambling for his life, apparently in no hurry to join his comrades. 
              Strange behavior for a Stormtrooper indeed. 
            
There on the wall beside me was the terrified bartender who hadn't 
              been able to leave the place before the gunfight. As I looked over 
              the bar in search for any more Imperials, I nearly got my head cut 
              off by a vicious looking vibroblade wielded by the hand of none 
              other than Bossk. I had completely forgotten about him. As I looked 
              at his somewhat disfigured face I could see that he was out for 
              blood, bounty or not. He charged towards me and jumped over the 
              bar lunging with the vibroblade in his hand. I barely had time to 
              react, but I was able to roll out of the way. Reflexively, I reached 
              for the disruptor only to find it a couple meters away, those few 
              meters seemed more like a couple of light years. I thought that 
              was the end of me. In the effort to elude the attack and fire the 
              weapon, my head hit a bottle filled wall. The last thing I saw before 
              everything went black was the bartender, in a heroic effort, reaching 
              to the bounty hunter's head with a bottle he had kept in his hands 
              all this time and smashing it against his skull as hard as he could... 
            
As I came to, I expected to see the underside of the top bunk in 
              my quarters aboard the Liberty, instead I found myself in 
              a strange place, with a strange face looming over me. After a while 
              I recognized him as the terrified bartender caught in the firefight. 
              As I tried to get up I felt a colossal ache in the back of my head. 
              As the bartender opened his mouth I thought I was gonna get it, 
              to my surprise the bartender said in a sympathetic voice "Take it 
              easy son, rest a while." 
            
Still in astonishment I asked "You're not mad about the mess?" 
            
"Naaw, I figure I owe you for helping me get rid of that bounty 
              hunter, he'd been harassing a few of my best customers. Besides 
              the damage isn't too bad," he answered with a smile on his face. 
              "Still you got to admit that you were pretty lucky that flameout 
              was there, no other drink burns quite that hot." 
            
"Where's Bossk?" I asked. 
            
"He won't be running around the galaxy anytime soon. The local 
              authorities saw to that," Replied the bartender with a broad smile 
              spreading across his face. 
            
As Predator finished his story he said, "So that's how I got my 
              favorite drink, after all, it saved my life. Besides it's quite 
              strong and tasty at the same time, don't you agree? What do you 
              guys say to another round?" 
            
Before answering Predator's question, Typhoon stood up and exclaimed, 
              "Hey everyone, drinks are on Predator!" 
            
The crowd that had gathered in the lounge cheered as they raised 
              their newly filled glasses and toasted, "To Predator!" 
            
Predator only mumbled "Oh great, there goes my week's pay." 

            
 


             

        

      

    







      
        
          	 
            Guardian's Tale

            The dim light in the lounge of the Rebel Alliance Cruiser Liberty 
              was standard fare for the pilots on board--they were used to the 
              quiet depths of space. However, that the lounge was this quiet at 
              this time of the standard day was unusual. Captain Chris "Electro" 
              Schock and Lieutenant Jim "Raven" Lee picked up on the tomb-like 
              state of the lounge immediately upon entering, and the silence caused 
              them both to pause for a moment and look around. 
            
The place was near empty. There was one lone figure slumped over 
              a drink at the bar, a pair of Mon Cal crewers in a booth in the 
              far wall, and two other non-coms, an Arcona and a human woman conversing 
              in hushed tones at a table. 
            
Raven shook his head. "Wonder what's up?" he asked halfheartedly. 
            
Electro snorted. "C'mon, Raven, don't give me that. You know full 
              well what's up. Everyone's gearing up to get out of here." 
            
Lee nodded. Corsair Squardon's first mission had revealed the Liberty's 
              general location to the ever-watchful eye of the Empire. Intel had 
              seen supply lines shift as a higher concentration of Imperials set 
              to move themselves into the sector. Without the ability to establish 
              and secure their own lines, the High Command had decided to evac 
              the elite unit, to a less-likely-to-be-compromised area. Most of 
              the crew was running around the supply docks, offloading the Liberty's 
              newly acquired supplies, courtesy of Rogue, Buccaneer, and Corsair 
              squadrons. 
            
Electro and Raven had just returned from debriefing Admiral Ra'kaat 
              on the combined op, and had decided, for the purposes of celebration, 
              to share a drink and a rest in the lounge. They hadn't expected 
              it to be this dead, however. 
            
The pair quickly headed to the bar, sliding deftly into two seats 
              near the middle of the counter. Electro pounded on the bartop, feigning 
              impatience. "What's it take to get a drink around here?" he growled 
              with a grin on his face. 
            
Mixer responded to Schock's call quickly. Two of his arms set on 
              what would be his waist, waiting; the free hand used a rag to wipe 
              the counter down. "What'll you two gentlemen have today?" 
            
Raven grinned. "The usual, Mixer--make it a double." 
            
The droid shook his head. "I'm afraid I can't do that, sir." 
            
Raven's grin faded, and Electro's brow furrowed. "What was that, 
              Mixer?" the senior of the pair queried. 
            
"I said, 'I'm afraid I can't do that, sir.' Did you misunderstand? 
              Perhaps I need to say it in Wookiee..." 
            
Raven's face dropped into a scowl. Electro was simply too dumbfounded 
              to speak. Mixer had never spoken like this before. True, the droid 
              had an attitude... 
            
"On what grounds?" Raven growled. 
            
"Alliance Medical Ordinance 37-2b." 
            
"Which is?" 
            
"Any member of the medical staff may, with proper authentication 
              and documentation, bar the consumption of alcoholic beverages by 
              any member of the crew as the medical staff member sees necessary, 
              until such time as the medical team deems the crew member in question 
              as fit to be reinstated to consume any kind of alcohol, even if 
              the aformentioned subject outranks the medical personnel." 
            
"And who gave this order?" 
            
For his reply, Mixer calmly nodded down the length of the bar. 
              The two officers turned, squinting in the dim light, and made out 
              a vaguely familiar face in the shadows. 
            
"Guardian..." Raven trailed off as he marched down to the younger 
              man's side. The Corsair pilot gave no sign that he noticed Raven's 
              approach; he simply continued to stare into the green liquid steaming 
              in the cup in front of him. 
            
Raven stood there for a moment, still fighting the inital shock. 
              Electro moved up behind his friend, his thirst forgotten for the 
              moment. Raven composed himself, then inhaled to speak, but was cut 
              off by the voice of Adam "Guardian" Burns. 
            
"I did it, sir, and no, I will not revoke it." 
            
Again caught off guard, Raven spat a few incoherant syllables, 
              then raised himself to speak. Again Guardian beat him to it. 
            
"Sir, I have seen your medical record--it has not been updated 
              in more that ten months. You have skipped your last two physical 
              examinations and sir, I have seen your bar tab. Half, more than 
              half, of your monthly pay gets spent in the lounge, and that does 
              not include what money you spend from your winnings at the sabbacc 
              table as well as the recent flood of new recruits that you have 
              conned into buying you free drinks. Until I have concrete proof 
              that all this alcohol is not affecting your system, I will not revoke 
              my order." 
            
Raven finally got a word in. "On who's authority?" 
            
"The Admiral's. He and I spoke before the mission briefing, but 
              I didn't have time to stop by the lounge and give the order to Mixer." 
            
Electro recovered from his initial shock and voiced the question 
              on Raven's mind, although he was surpressing a grin. "Why?" 
            
Guardian still didn't look up from his tea. "Because, sir, even 
              as a pilot, I am a medic. And as a medic I cannot, I will not allow 
              any member of my flight team to continue in a behavior that might 
              be detrimental to the safety of the group or that person." 
            
"So what do you want me to drink?" coughed Raven, the realization 
              that he'd have to go to a higher authority to win setting in. 
            
"Mixer," Guardian called, "two more Ithorian Greens down here. 
              Make 'em hot." 
            
The two senior officers slid into the seats on either side of Guardian 
              as the droid appeared with the tea. Electro looked at the green 
              concotion in his cup, then sniffed at it, and then sipped. 
            
He almost lost his mouthful as well as his cup. The tea was hotter 
              than he had expected, and it burnt his tounge both from temperature 
              and flavor. "What's in this?" he sputtered, gingerly putting the 
              cup back down on the bar. 
            
"It's made from water, of course, and several forms of plant life 
              native to Ithor. It's not really all that hard to make, and the 
              ingredients are commonplace, but it's...special." 
            
"What d'ya mean, special?" Raven asked, giving the tea a nasty 
              look. 
            
"Well, for starters, it's an all-natural muscle relaxant. It'll 
              keep you loose, ease your tension, make you more alert. Second, 
              it's used in a majority of the Ithorians' religious ceremonies, 
              from marriages to Choosings." 
            
"Choosings?" Electro asked. 
            
"Yeah. When the Mother Jungle chooses a priest, he or she feels 
              the call, makes a special blend of this, shares it with those closest 
              to him or her, then dissappears into the jungle. It's a sort of...communion. 
              It is consumed to remember." 
            
"So why do you drink it all the time, if it's so special?" Electro 
              continued, interested in the young man's enthusiasm. 
            
"To remember." 
            
"Remember what?" Electro asked gently. 
            
Guardian inhaled, slowly, then spoke quietly. "To remember my parents, 
              the reason I'm fighting. To remember Kol'tar, my herdbrother and 
              adopted father. To remember what he taught me, the Ithorian healing 
              ways, the sancitity of life, the making of the tea. To remember 
              my days as a medic. 
            
"You see, as a relaxant, I'd make the stuff a lot to help with 
              patients who where excited or tense, to ease their pain. I became 
              notorious for it. Then, when I got pressed into the fighter corps, 
              we'd drink it before missions. The elements would share a cup between 
              them, for luck and blessing. We'd remember all the past sorties 
              we'd flown, all the victories we'd won, all the friends we'd lost. 
              But never, in my entire year in Defender Wing, did we ever loose 
              a pilot. Until the day we ran out of the stuff and couldn't hold 
              to the tradition." 
            
"What happened?" Raven asked, drawn in by the story. 
            
Guardian blanched. "Uh...excuse me, sirs, I'm late for my shift." 
              With that, the young pilot stood, tossed a quick salute, and left 
              the lounge in a hurry. 
            
Raven turned to Electro. "What'd I say?" 
            
Chris nodded, finally putting the whole picture together. "You 
              read his bio, right?" 
            
"I glanced at it. His scores are good, so...?" 
            
Corsair's CO raised the cup to his lips, and took a longer drink 
              than his first, enjoying the spicy flavor of the tea as it warmed 
              its way down his throat. He finished swallowing and set his cup 
              back down, then continued. "It must've been the mission that Defender 
              got schooled. They lost 75% of their pilots and craft, all in one 
              sortie. After that, General Salm got his hands on the group and 
              is retooling it as an assault squadron, but none of the survivors 
              of that fiasco are on the roster to return." 
            
"He lost a lot of friends." 
            
Electro nodded. "Yeah. And his fiancee." 
            
Raven's eyes snapped up to meet Electro's. "What?" 
            
"Um-hm. I thought you read it. It seems that Mister Burns was engaged 
              to a young lady who also was in Defender. After the ambush was sprung, 
              the Y-wings made well on their namesake and achieved their goals, 
              but one fighter was crippled in the unit's escape. Guardian didn't 
              hyper out with the others, and S&R found him, twenty hours later, 
              still protecting the crippled Y. He listened to her die of asphyxiation 
              as her emergency tank bled out." 
            
"Oh, God. That's tough." 
            
"Yeah. The guy flies for a year under the name 'Guardian,' then 
              loses his fiancee as well as a majority of his other friends in 
              one day. I think it got to him. You saw how he went after Kallysto. 
              That and this stunt of his with you...I think he's going to try 
              to make keeping us alive his job." 
            
Raven shook his head. "He's gonna get himself killed." 
            
Electro finished the tea. "Yeah. But he's gonna be damn sure that 
              he's the first one to go. And I saw his hand. He has a very long 
              life line." 
            
"So," Raven started, pushing the tea away from him, "are you gonna 
              talk to the admiral? Revoke this little misunderstanding?" 
            
Electro smiled. "Hey, who am I to argue with the medical staff?" 
            
Raven's jaw dropped. "You have got to be kidding." 
            
"Better drink that tea, buddy. That's about as strong as you're 
              going to get it for a while." 
            
Raven shrugged and sniffed the tea in front of him. He pulled a 
              small dented silver flask from inside his flight suit and poured 
              some amber liquid from the flask into the tea cup. He then tentatively 
              took a sip of the Ithorian Green tea. "S'not too bad," he said. 
              Winking at his squad leader he poured more of the amber liquid into 
              the tea and drank some more. "Maybe I could get used to it." 
			
 
 

             

        

      

    




      
        
          	 
            Cutter's Tale

            The lounge of the Mon Calamari Cruiser Liberty was its usual 
              self: dark, filled with the babble of a dozen different languages 
              conversing in a myraid of different conversations. Rooster and Mixer 
              were unusually busy, however; a large number of the Liberty's 
              crew were downing drinks and meals, relishing the feelings that 
              came with a job well done. 
            
Corsair's pilots were exceptionally vocal; the young team of recruits 
              had assembled around the bar and two of the closer tables and were 
              comparing stories and their accomplishments since they'd come to 
              the Liberty. 
            
One of the pilots, Flight Officer Adam "Guardian" Burns, wasn't 
              participating as enthusiastically as most of the rest of the group. 
              A few of the others had noticed, but since that was how Guardian 
              normally acted, they paid it no special heed. So it came as something 
              as a shock when Guardian popped out of his chair, a broad grin breaking 
              on his face, and yelled "Cutter!" 
            
Most of the pilots turned toward the door, following Guardian as 
              he jogged to a new arrival. What they saw made them pause and take 
              another glace. The figure Guardian was approaching had the top half 
              of what looked to be a 2-1B medical droid, with a few extra boxes 
              placed irregularly around its surface. But, from the waist down, 
              the droid had a flat base and hovered about half a meter above the 
              floor. Nevertheless, Guardian walked straight up to the automation, 
              and began conversing with it excitedly. 
            
Rafael "Hyl" Costa Guerra, Corsair Six, Vince "Stryker" Rambo, 
              Corsair 12, and the Wookiee Groznik, Corsair Four, all exchanged 
              one glance and followed their flight group leader up to the droid. 
              The four had been teamed together in Corsair Squadron's first mission, 
              and had formed a friendly, if rather competitive, group. Stryker 
              made it to Guardian's side and got in the first jab. "So, I see 
              your date's arrived, Adam." 
            
Guardian stopped talking to the droid and turned, a grin on his 
              face. "No, Vince, he came to resuccitate yours. Sorry, big guy, 
              but he's an old friend." 
            
Hyl and Groz finished the circle, both looking over the robot. 
              The droid returned the glances, analyzing the new figures. Guardian 
              placed a hand on the droid's shoulder and made introductions. "Hyl, 
              Groz, Stryker, this is Cutter. He's a modified Two-Onebee medical 
              droid that I've known for a long time." 
            
The droid nodded once, then said in a slow drawl, "Pleasure to 
              meet you gentlemen." It then turned to Guardian. "I will see you 
              in the med bay, Master Adam. I may be needed there." With that, 
              the droid rotated on its repulsorlift undercarriage and floated 
              away. 
            
"I'm glad you're here, Cutter," Adam called after it. The droid 
              tossed a wave back over its shoulder, then dissappeared out the 
              door. 
            
"So," Hyl interceded, "what's the story? You're talking to him 
              like he's an old friend." 
            
"He is," Guardian insisted, leading the four back down to the Corsair 
              group. "I met him a long time ago, before I was even a pilot." 
            
"Sounds like a story," Groz growled through his translator. 
            
Guardian eased himself back down into his seat and picked up his 
              Ithorian Green for a quick sip. Then he nodded, and the rest of 
              the group fell silent. 
            
"It all started on Briggia. I had been stationed there as a medic, 
              my third assignment..." 
            


              "MEDIC!" 
            
The scream echoed down the trench, seeming to come from a million 
              different directions at once. Medic Adam Burns, newly assigned to 
              Briggia Base, looked up from the wounded soldier he was tending, 
              trying to find the source of the cry. He tapped another medtech 
              on the arm, grabbed a medpack, and began to race down the trench, 
              keeping his head low. 
            
Artillery blasts rained down on the Alliance position, blowing 
              chunks of soil and rock skyward, threatening to vaporize men or 
              send shrapnel ripping into them. Adam kept low, trying to avoid 
              tripping over discarded equipment, torn soil, and, all too frequently, 
              unbreathing bodies. He found the source of the yell, kneeling next 
              to another fallen soldier. The kneeling soldier was a young man, 
              a sergeant by the insignia on his arm, and he looked at Adam with 
              tears in his eyes. "Help her!" 
            
Burns looked down at the fallen trooper. It was a woman, a young 
              one at that. She'd taken a blast to the shoulder and upper chest. 
              This was not going to be easy. The medic broke open the medkit and 
              prepped a painkiller, then injected it into her. He looked up at 
              the sergeant. "I can't guarantee anything." 
            
"Try, damn it!" the man screamed back, his voice on the verge of 
              breaking. The sounds of weaponfire were decreasing, Adam noted. 
              He nodded, then began his business. He was interuptted by his comlink; 
              the device buzzed off, then began to voice one signal, over and 
              over again. 
            
"Code Alpha-Echo-Alpha-One. Code Alpha-Echo-Alpha-One. Code..." 
            
Adam looked up at the sergeant. "I've done all I can. We gotta 
              get out of here." 
            
The trooper met Adam's gaze. "We're not leaving her!" 
            
Adam nodded. "I know. Can you carry her?" The sergeant didn't need 
              any furthur coaching; he merely stood and slung the woman over his 
              shoulder, then began running for the evacuation center. Adam watched 
              him leave, then ran back to his med team. They were ready to leave 
              as well, having their charge on a stretcher. "Okay," Adam yelled 
              as a blaster bolt slammed into the trench, "time to get the hell 
              out of here. You guys get to the transport--I'm going to take one 
              more look around." The other medics all nodded, then started running 
              for the evac transports. 
            
Adam picked a blaster pistol up from the ground, checked its power 
              supply, and started back into the base. The corridors of the installation 
              were eerie in their silence, broken only by the muffled detonations 
              of weapons against the base's outer walls. 
            
He reached the medical center. It was bare, having been stripped 
              of all valuable equipment and loaded long before the Imperials had 
              arrived. A movement caught his eye, and Adam spun, weapon following 
              his sight line. 
            
He froze, then pulled the weapon up. A 2-1B medical droid cowered 
              in the corner, thin arms sheilding its head. "Come on, you," Adam 
              snapped at the droid. "We're leaving." The med droid lowered its 
              arms slowly, then stepped into the light. 
            
"Sorry, sir. I heard that the Imperials had overrun the base." 
            
"Not yet, they haven't. Come on--there's still a transport waiting." 
            
Adam led the droid out of the medbay and toward the hangar area. 
              They had almost made it when a series of blaster bolts cut the droid 
              down, splitting him in half at the waist. Adam spun, his pistol 
              ready, only to drop it a moment later. Four stormtroopers, rifles 
              drawn, approached him. He was a dead man. He looked down at the 
              droid, wanting to apologize for getting it into this mess. But the 
              droid's eyes were dark, and Adam didn't see anything processing. 
              It was gone. 
            
He was alone. 
            
The troopers circled Adam, keeping their weapons level. The medic 
              had no other choice but to keep his hands up. He wasn't a fool--he 
              didn't want to die. Not like this, anyway. 
            
One of the troopers holstered his weapon, pulled a pair of binders 
              from his utility belt, and readying them, stepped towards Adam. 
              The medic held his wrists out, awaiting the inevitable. 
            
At that moment, the droid's photoreceptors flashed on. The medical 
              unit's right wrist flared as well and a cauterizing beam shot out 
              of a projector. In one smooth, surgical motion the droid swept the 
              beam across one of the trooper's weak knee joints. The beam sliced 
              through the joint like the flesh, bone, and body sleeve weren't 
              even there. The man fell, screaming, only to be silenced when the 
              droid ran the beam through his neck with the same result. 
            
The other troopers distracted by the droid, Adam acted. He grabbed 
              the wrists of the guard coming at him and pulled him forward and 
              across another's path. In one motion he released the guard, grabbed 
              his weapon from its holster, and sprayed four bolts into the trooper's 
              midsection. Turning, he managed to fry the two remaining troopers 
              before they could decide on the greater threat--him or the droid. 
              When it was over, Adam looked down at the droid. "You okay?" 
            
"No, sir." The droid's cutting beam hissed off. "Please, don't 
              leave me." 
            
"Not a chance." Adam knelt, picked the droid up, then fit the droid 
              on his back. "Hold on." The Two-Onebee's arms crossed around Adam's 
              chest, and the medic piggy-back carried the legless droid to the 
              hangar bay. 
            
It was empty, save for a pair of Y-wing fighters. The transport 
              had left without him. Adam sighed, then grabbed a discarded flight 
              helmet and raced to a fighter. Awkwardly, he clambored up the side 
              and dumped the droid into the cargo area. "Hold on." He dropped 
              into the pilot's couch, and began running the fighter through its 
              warm-up. 
            


              "The rest, as they say, is history. We took off to find some transports 
              in dire need of an escort, and provided the escort. For my flying, 
              I got moved into Defender Wing. We got back to the rendezvous point, 
              and fixed the Two up. I called him "Cutter" for his nifty little 
              maneuver and because we cannabilized some of the more run-down, 
              obsolete droids and added them to him. He's got at least five other 
              droid brains linked to his, all in one floating metal body. He became 
              our field medic, all six kinds of medical droids in one. He was 
              left over after the Defender disaster, and, since he's taken to 
              calling me "Master Adam" and thinks I own him, he decided to follow 
              me. It just took him longer to process through, I guess." 
            
"That's some story," Andy "Backlash" Jacina, Corsair Nine, said. 
              "So, is he here to stay?" 
            
Guardian nodded. "Yeah. As long as we need him." 
            
John "Fireball" Dagen laughed. "Maybe it's just me, but I'm hoping 
              we don't need him all that much." 
            
That grew a collective laugh from the group. "Nah," Dave "Hyp" 
              Barnett mused, "we won't need him--once we teach Parody where the 
              trigger is." 
            
Micheal "Parody" Miller's face tightened at the remark about his 
              uncanny ability to find enemy fighters with the structure of his 
              ship, at least in the sims. "Yeah, yeah, go ahead, rub it in." 
            

Guardian just smiled, leaned back in his chair, and sipped his 
              tea. "Maybe we won't need him," he thought, "but it sure makes my 
              life easier." 

             

        

      

    




      
        
          	 
            Slicer's Tale

            Up three levels from the flight training center on the massive 
              Calamari cruiser Liberty was the chaotic haven called Ordnance 
              Engineering. Here, arms and explosive devices were maintained and 
              modified for special missions. 
            
Although she was officially assigned to the bombing squadron, Buccaneer, 
              Flight Officer Aradia "Slicer" Emerson was usually a fixture in 
              OE during her off time. She relished the relaxation of stepping 
              away from reality for a short time to delve into the zone of inventive 
              imagination. While reviewing her flight clips of the morning exercises, 
              she had left her faithful sidekick R2-T0 here to perform diagnostics 
              on her latest modification--an ETD Super-Stealth Seeker. It was 
              truly only a floating generic Remote with a detonator housed in 
              its primary core, but the Chief in Engineering had a penchant for 
              snappy titles regarding weaponry. She was now attempting to program 
              it to operate by a hand-held frequency changer, but was stymied 
              by its stubbornness. 
            
"How's it going, Tonto?", Slicer asked, while searching the cluttered 
              lab table for his vox decoder. He replied with a chittering chirp, 
              followed by a range of hoots and tones. "Well, hold on while I get 
              your decoder. I can't understand a word you're saying." She finally 
              found it under a worthless paper schematic for an even more useless 
              thing called "Tandy1000", whatever that was. She attached the small 
              box to Tonto's outer hull, and plugged the four-prong jumper into 
              the socket. 
            
"I said that the primary diagnostics have revealed an inconsistency 
              in the stability of the repulsorlift generators, as well as circuitry 
              malfunctions in the main laser firing batteries on the external 
              shell of the camouflaging material housing." So the thing didn't 
              either float or fire, she deduced. Two steps backwards. 
            
"Secondary or primary generator?" Slicer asked. She motioned him 
              to follow as she exited the Engineering department, back towards 
              the main turbolift. 
            
"Each has its peculiar inconsistency according to initial calculations. 
              Theoretically speaking, if one would analyze the logistical variables 
              of modern remote design..." Slicer cut him off with a sharp "Enough!" 
              Everyone on the Liberty who knew Tonto also knew that when 
              he started with the "Theoretically speaking...." speech, quick action 
              was necessary, or he'd talk the ears off a gundark. The pair exited 
              the main turbolift and proceeded down the corridor towards the Lounge. 
              Tonto stopped short, wheels squealing. "Where are we going?" 
            
"Well, duh--we're going to the Lounge, my verbose companion." Tonto 
              made a particularly humorous noise which Slicer interpreted as a 
              groan. "I don't want to go there right now," he said, vox volume 
              considerably lower. Slicer had to stoop over the small droid in 
              order to hear him speak. 
            
"Erratic is there--you always enjoy a good lube shot and a chat 
              with Erratic. And Rooster is always very nice to you too," she reasoned. 
            
"Mixer thinks that R2 droids are snotty. And Roo is away at flight 
              training," he replied. Slicer pondered this for a long moment, knowing 
              deep down that Mixer was probably right, but hesitant to hurt the 
              little droid's feelings. She desperately needed a drink, so she 
              had to think fast. 
            
"I think they call that 'pilot' envy," she said, hoping that no 
              passerby heard her. "He's just jealous that he can't be out there 
              bombing frigates like us. Uhhh...but I wouldn't say that to him... 
              he's probably feeling bad enough about it as it is." Tonto straightened 
              up, his ocular light brightening considerably. 
            
"Yes, I believe you are correct, Aradia." he said, rolling through 
              the Lounge doors. 
            
Slicer prepared herself for the barrage of white noise usually 
              received from opening the hatchway into the Liberty's on-board cantina, 
              but was surprised to find the dark room unusually quiet. At the 
              bar sat two men in flightsuits, watching the smashball tournament 
              on the holotube, engaging in small talk. Slicer recognized Raven, 
              the leader of Buccaneer Squadron, and returned the cheery welcome 
              he threw her way. As she approached the two, the second officer 
              turned, offering a friendly smile. 
            
"Well, I see you've finally decided to take me up on that chat!" 
              said Lieutenant Andy Furlan, better known as Predator. Predator 
              was assigned to the legendary Rogue Squadron, and was a notorious 
              charmer of the ladies, a trait that several of the Rogue pilots 
              were rumored to possess. 
            
"Please, join us for a drink," invited Raven. "Predator was just 
              speaking of buying another round." Slicer could tell by Predators' 
              surprised look that he had spoken no such thing, but still, he quickly 
              motioned for the bar-droid, Mixer, to fetch them all another round. 
              Tonto gave a short little whimper, and rolled away towards the lubricant 
              stand at the far end of the Lounge where Erratic was plugged in. 
            
"Where is everyone today?" Slicer asked, glancing around the darkened 
              room, dismayed at the dismal attendance. 
            
"Since we upgraded the simulators I have assigned more flight training 
              for Buccaneer." He offered her a seat between he and Predator, then 
              looked to her skeptically. "Haven't you seen the schedule? It was 
              posted this morning." Slicer had seen the schedule, all right, and 
              it looked as if the Super Stealth Seeker would have to wait a few 
              weeks. It wasn't an unpleasant inconvenience though. She already 
              had enjoyed a turn in the new enhanced battle simulators, and was 
              looking foreword to a few more rounds. Let the geeks in Engineering 
              figure out the Seeker. 
            
Mixer tapped his metal digits on the bar, impatient to get back 
              to his inventory program. "I assume the two sirs will have another 
              round of the same...what will you be drinking today, ma'am?" Slicer 
              flinched noticeably at the word "ma'am", then gave Predator a sharp 
              nudge to silence his muffled laughter. 
            
"Any more grape Juri Juice?" 
            
"Rooster ordered two cases, with you in mind." The droid reached 
              back behind him with his third arm, to fetch the purple drink. Raven 
              raised one eyebrow, wincing at the sight of the pulpy concoction. 
            
"What the heck is Juri Juice, anyways?" Raven asked. "Shouldn't 
              you be using a strainer on that, Mixer?" Mixer imitated an impatient 
              snort, as if Raven really should have known better than to question 
              his bartending abilities. 
            
"Captain, you jest! All flavorable qualities would be lost! Strainer, 
              indeed...." Mixer turned from the three pilots, muttering under 
              his vox. 
            
"What backwater cantina did you discover that dewback sweat in?" 
              Predator watched with interest as Slicer took a measured sip. 
            
"Belsavis. This 'dewback sweat' happened to save my life," said 
              the attractive Buccaneer pilot. 
            
Raven gave a lopsided grin, motioning towards Mixer. "Stick around, 
              barkeep--looks like we're in for a tale...set us up again. On Predator's 
              tab." 
            
Slicer thought a moment and then began to tell the story, "I was 
              scamming the bars down on Spaceport Row, looking for some funds 
              to get back towards my home system of Stregha. I could've gotten 
              some migrant work picking fruit from the hanging gardens, but hey, 
              I just escaped from slave drudgery, which is a tale in itself. I 
              wasn't about to get back into slavery voluntarily. Besides, a few 
              of the escapees from the Chupacabra worked for the pickers, and 
              we all tried to keep a distance from one another for fear of being 
              discovered. The only one I kept in contact with was Diac Mion, the 
              leader of the infamous slave revolt." 
            
"There was word on the street that one of the visiting mercenaries 
              had pulled a number on the local boss, Nublyk the Slyke. The Slyke 
              put out a sizeable bounty on the guy's head, of course, so the Row 
              was just crawling with eager cut-rate bounty hunters looking to 
              make a quick score. I figured that by making myself a fixture at 
              the cantinas, I could probably score a few credits by selling information, 
              or get lucky enough to lift a purse, maybe even scam a game of two-card." 
            
"One night on the town, in comes this lumbering slob, dragging 
              his feet into the Smoking Jets where I happened to have set up shop 
              for the evening. The guy looked primate enough as it was, but he 
              truly acted the part by walking all drooped over--his knuckles just 
              about touched the ground. He looked really whipped, eyes all glazed 
              over, head hung down like a vornskyr with his tail cut off. What 
              caught my attention though, was his outfit. It was a high-quality 
              heavy hide, like nerf-hide, only far more exotic. And he's carrying 
              an Ultra-Silent Dual Barrel Mark II Repeater Gun." 
            
Predator grinned widely, picturing the scene. "If only Supply and 
              Procurement could get us a few cases of those..." 
            
Slicer sipped the last of her juri, which Mixer immediately refreshed. 
              "Yeah, they're pretty rare. So my first thought was: Imperial Commando. 
              But then he reaches into his pocket, and takes out a huge wad of 
              scrip...then I knew he was a bounty hunter. And with the size of 
              that bankroll, I also assumed that the Slyke had got his man. " 
            
"The neanderthal orders himself an Ithorian Green, which I thought 
              was a strange request, for a bounty hunter, then sits himself down 
              at the bar taking a look around. I get a little cocky, and decide 
              to take a stroll up to the bar for a better look." 
            
"He gives me the once-over, and offers me a seat up next to him. 
              He buys me some funny drink called a Sunburst some-thing-or-other, 
              and comes right out and asks me if I'm 'the local action'. Of course 
              I play the offended schoolgirl act, and he backs off a little. Then 
              I move in with some small talk." 
            
"Surely that's not tea you're drinking?" I say, trying to goad 
              him a bit. 
            
Slicer lowered her voice, doing, no doubt, a very bad impression 
              of her intended mark. "Yeah, well I heard that drinkin' tea is good 
              for fightin' off a cold. I was fine a few minutes ago, but now I 
              ain't feelin' so good." 
            
"Well, I'm thinking 'wonderful', isn't this just my luck? Not only 
              is this guy grimy and slimy, but he's also virulent. But my greed 
              took the upper hand, and I pressed onward, keeping him occupied 
              while he stuffed himself full of fried womprat, and sucked down 
              a half dozen Green teas. The night dragged on, and after every drink, 
              he'd get paler and sicker. When I finally couldn't take another 
              second of his monotone I broke into my nurturing mother routine--I 
              offered to take him home to nurse off that horrible virus of his." 
            
Raven laughed, slapping the bar. "Yeah, Slicer the nurse-maid. 
              There's a sight worth seeing." 
            
Slicer grinned. "So, of course this guy, sick though he is, thinks 
              he's in for a little more than a Vapo-Rub. He stumbles off his barstool 
              and follows me out of the cantina like a droid on auto-pilot. No 
              offense, Mixer." 
            
"None taken, I assure you." Mixer had heard enough of these silly 
              pilot stories to not take any of them seriously. His job was to 
              serve drinks, and nod his cranium at programmed intervals. 
            
"He asks me how far it is to my house, because now that he's up 
              and walking, he really doesn't feel too healthy, and needs to have 
              a rest. I assure him that it's not too far." 
            
"Belsavis is known for it's low visibility, especially at night, 
              due to the hot springs nearby. Very misty. He obviously isn't in 
              any condition to pay attention to where he's going, so I lead him 
              down the path into the gardens, which is pretty hard to navigate 
              even in the daylight." 
            
"I, ah, 'inadvertently' trip him, and as I'm helping him up, I 
              also help myself to his bank roll, and of course I disappear into 
              the mists. I can hear the guy stumbling around in the gardens, calling 
              out for me. Then my conscience kicks in, I just can't leave the 
              sick slob like that. Least I can do is lead him to the infirmary, 
              though he probably doesn't deserve that kind of generosity." 
            
"I mysteriously appear again behind him. He was beside himself 
              with joy that I hadn't gotten lost in the fogs. The guy grabs me 
              right by the {censored}, and starts drooling all over me, leaving 
              his grimy handprints all over my jumpsuit." Slicer stopped, gauging 
              her audience. "Predator, you're about as red as a tomato..." 
            
Raven looked over at him. "Yeah, you're pretty red. What's a tomato?" 
            
Predator grinned, gulping down his drink. "It's a vitamin-based 
              organic, found on some Outer Rim worlds. Mixer, set us up another." 
              He turned back to Slicer, passing over a bowl of exotic bar mix 
              that Rooster had prepared. "Ahem. Back to the tale..." Raven grinned 
              at Predator's discomfiture. 
            
"Needless to say, I lit outta there like a Bantha on fire. I head 
              back towards the spaceport. I figure that I've got plenty now to 
              book passage back home, plus a little mad money to buy myself a 
              decent nerf-burger before I go. Problem is, it's pretty late, and 
              in a backwater place like Belsavis, the spaceport does not handle 
              traffic at night and is shut down until morning." 
            
"My intentions were to find Diac, hide out until sunrise, then 
              find us a ride off this steaming rock. I went back to my shelter, 
              but no Diac. By this time, I'm starting to get a little woozy, myself. 
              Whatever that slobbering Hutt had, I was going to be spending the 
              next few days getting rid of it. I spent the next two hours on the 
              streets, trying to find my little Saurin friend, but with the low 
              visibility, I might as well have been looking for a tick on a Yuzzem. 
              Finally, I gave up and headed back towards my hovel for a bit of 
              rest." 
            
"Next thing I know, I wake up in with a glaring headache. Diac 
              is there with me, all frantic and out of sorts, babbling about something, 
              but I couldn't make out what he was saying. I drifted in and out 
              like this for quite some time." 
            
"When I finally regained sanity again, there was a small old man 
              standing near my bed. He had a glass filled with a murky orange 
              liquid, which he offered me. I accepted, being terribly thirsty, 
              and drank the most horrid mixture ever encountered by human taste 
              receptors. Yet I felt stronger, almost immediately. By the end of 
              the day, I was sitting up, and able to speak, yet I was far too 
              weak to move about." 
            
"Diac informed me that he had found me on the street near our digs, 
              feverish and unconscious, five days ago. I told him about my glorious 
              take from the bounty hunter, eager to see his reaction to our good 
              fortune. He very sadly informed me that all of the money was gone...probably 
              lifted by a fellow scrounger after I had passed out from the virus. 
              He had brought me to Tye Lenol's house after hearing of his powerful 
              healing abilities. Tye was known for his herbal remedies, which 
              were regarded as ridiculous by scientific medics. But since we had 
              no money for formal care, he turned to Mr. Lenol." 
            
"During the course of my recovery, I got to know the old guy. He 
              had lived on Belsavis all his long life, practicing the healing 
              arts taught by his ancestors. Every day he would bring me a glass 
              of that rancid stuff, and every day I would reluctantly close my 
              eyes and drink it, pretending it was a spiced Correlian Ale. He 
              told me that it was an herbal mixture passed down through generations 
              of Lenol's, a powerful virus-killer." 
            
"He informed me that the germie I had picked up from the bounty 
              hunter was no normal virus. It was a rare bug inherant to Belsavis, 
              which the natives had built up an immunity to. Most off-worlders 
              have no natural defenses to it, and in the course of a few weeks 
              of being in system, occasionally they pick it up. Usually, nobody 
              sticks around that sweaty rock long enough to catch it." 
            
"The natural immunity comes from a regular diet of juri-berries, 
              which is one of the plants indigenous to Belsavis. Best way to build 
              up a tolerance is a regular diet of anything extracted from juri, 
              or have a medic innoculate your system with a heavy dose of a synthetic 
              clone. That's why the Ithorian Green did nothing for the bounty 
              hunter." 
            
"And this 'rancid stuff' is the Juri-Juice that you're drinking 
              right now?" Raven shook his head sadly. "I'll take my chances with 
              Guardian and 2-1B first." 
            
"No, Juri Juice was just the primary base of the elixir. By the 
              time Diac found me, I was so far gone, even a straight juri intravenous 
              couldn't bring me back. Tye wouldn't tell me the ingredients of 
              the entire elixir, but the juri-berry base was essential to the 
              treatment, due to its unusual qualities." Slicer looked down at 
              the glass of intoxicant. 
            
"Now I can't get enough of the stuff. I was surprised once leaving 
              Belsavis to find that it's a common fixture in the local cantinas. 
              Plus, it's available in about a hundred different flavors, so I 
              never get bored with it. As a bonus, Tye also said that the fruit 
              extract keeps the vitamin C content high, thus warding off future 
              rogue viruses." Predator quickly glanced to Slicer, and opened his 
              mouth to complain. 
            
"Uhh.....no offense, Rogue10, " Slicer added with a giggle and 
              a sparkle in her eyes. "Uh...I meant...vicious, not rogue...no, 
              that didn't come out right... I mean..." Once again, Slicer had 
              opened her mouth and inserted her combat boot. 
            
"Oh, first you call me a virus, then you say I'm not vicious?" 
              Predator pushed his empty glass away, climbing off his barstool, 
              smirking. "Raven, if you don't mind, I'm going to take your Buccaneer 
              down to the battle simulators to show her exactly how vicious a 
              Rogue can be. Let's go, Bucc 8." 
            
Raven grinned, signaling for another drink. "Good, she could use 
              the practice." 
            

Slicer turned to Raven, ready to protest, then thought the better 
              of it, as Rogue 10 led her away from the bar towards her eventual 
              simulated demise. He offered her his arm, showing his true nobility 
              and charm. "You see, I am truly quite gentle," Predator added. "But 
              as Rogue10, I am a whole other animal." Mixer turned from the bar, 
              pointing towards the squat figure situated at the rear of the lounge. 
              "Be sure to take your snotty R2 with you, as well! Silly pilot Tales..." 
              

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Double Duty: A Medical Tale

            An orderly brought the datapad into the conference room and as 
              unobtrusively as possible gave it to Admiral Ra'kaat as he listened 
              to the status report being given by his chief of operations. Ra'kaat 
              glanced at the information on the pad with one eye, taking in the 
              information before returning his full attention to his officer. 
              He handed the report to the section Chief sitting next to him at 
              the conference table aboard the Star Cruiser Liberty who 
              started reading the report: 
            
    COM-SAT TRANSMISSION START
    TO: CRS Liberty, Admiral Ra'kaat, Commanding
    FROM: Alliance High Command-Ordnance and Supply
    AHC reports that the raid on the Ipsid-12 staging area
    was a success and resulted in the capture of two
    cargo containers. In addition to the parts and ordnance
    that was expected to be found in the containers,
    a shipment of R2 units was found as an added bonus.

            The report went on and discussed the ships and manpower used in 
              the raid, the casualties, which were light, as well as an itemized 
              list of captured Imperial supplies. Skipping down to the bottom 
              of the report the Chief found the data that interested him most. 
              The disbursement of the supplies to the Alliance fleet. His eye 
              caught the single paragraph that caused him to sigh with pleasure... 
            
To the CRS Liberty: 
            

              	16 KDY main thruster maintenance assemblies 
              
	2 Dodonna/Blissex hyperspace motivator calibration unit 
              
	1 Phylon Q7-Tractor Beam Projector 
              
	13 R2 Astro-mech droids 
            


            There was an impressive list of items earmarked for the Liberty, 
              but the first four items caught his eye as they were in great need 
              of a thruster overhaul and they had lost two of their tractor beams 
              at the battle of Ronin Sectus. The flight crews were always short 
              of R2 units for the fighters and a new calibration unit would go 
              a long way to restore morale in maintenance. This was shaping up 
              to be a fine day. 
            
 
            


              Sergeant-Major Tuttle Dundee barked orders left and right as the 
              Liberty crew began unpacking several large steel containers. 
              The Liberty's Main Hangar was crowded with men and droids 
              unpacking and inspecting the latest shipment of captured Imperial 
              supplies. A Lambda-class shuttle lazily made its way out through 
              the magnetic field, having safely delivered the last of its cargo. 
              "Careful with this equipment, men," Dundee said, carefully inspecting 
              the thirteen R2 units. "Make sure that they are all deactivated 
              before you load them unto the auto-hauler." 
            
"Where are they going to, Sergeant-Major?" asked one of the newest 
              recruits, not yet familiar with the Alliance standard procedures 
              in these matters. 
            
"They are going to the repair bay to have their memory erased, 
              private!" replied Dundee in his best drill-sergeant tone. "Surely 
              you wouldn't trust one of these units without checking for any booby-traps, 
              would you? Who knows what those Imps have programmed these things 
              to do." The private looked warily at the droids. They had already 
              been checked for hidden explosive devices, but he'd sure be happy 
              when their programming had been checked by the Alliance techs. 
            
As the automated hauler floated away on its repulsorlift cushion, 
              the ocular receptor of one of the R2 units began to glow. Two more 
              of the captured imperial droids came to life as the hauler approached 
              the maintenance area of the hangar, a good distance away from Sergeant-Major 
              Dundee's watchful eye. One of the units managed to extend its interface 
              jack and connected to the automated guidance system of the hauler, 
              causing it to slow down. The droids chirped and whistled softly 
              to each other as they spotted a group of Alliance R2 units which 
              were plugged to a row of power outlets in the back of the maintenance 
              area. The hauler's magnetic loader picked up three of the inactivated 
              flight droids and placed them in its cargo bed, then proceeded to 
              unload each of the three active R2 units in turn. Before it was 
              unloaded, the last R2 erased all evidence of its tampering, and 
              reprogrammed the hauler to continue on its original mission. 
            
Just as the R2 droids took the positions vacated by the hijacked 
              Alliance droids, two crewmen walked into the maintenance area. 
            
"Stubbs, pick up one of those R2 units and plug'im into that training 
              X-wing, will you?" asked Corporal Mike Hawkyard, one of the CLSS 
              X-wing technicians. 
            
"You mean the one with the fried firing circuits?" asked Corporal 
              David "Stubbs" Fono, another CLSS X-wing tech. 
            
"Yes. Commander Simmons came up with the idea of using it for flight 
              training of new recruits until we can get some parts to repair its 
              weapon systems. Tell the little chap to move the ship to the third 
              takeoff position. There's some new Calamari pilot waiting to fly 
              it. Hurry up, now. Maybe we can squeeze in a few hands of sabacc 
              before the next flight check," grinned Mike, as he began unhooking 
              the other R2 units. 
            
Stubbs winced, recalling their last hand of sabacc, which had cost 
              him a week's pay. "Come on, pal, your pilot's waiting for you," 
              he told one of the R2 units, who seemed to be already recharged 
              and ready to go. The Imperial droid chirped contentedly as it headed 
              for the ship. 
            
 
            


              Lieutenant David "Greywolf" Rollins and Flight Officer Eloy "Mynock" 
              Cintr�n stood at the foot of Faus'tus' bed. The cold lights of the 
              Medbay lent an unwholesome pallor to the Twi'lek pilot's skin as 
              he moaned and clutched his stomach. Private Lumi Rus'ti, the Officers' 
              Mess Hand, held the convalescent Corsair's hand. Her receptors were 
              aglow with a mixture of green and white, her alien beauty marred 
              by a worried frown over her near-human features. 
            
"Y'know, for a guy who likes his Uvena whiskey, he sure can't handle 
              much else," commented Greywolf. 
            
"His physiology is different from ours, but Twi'leks can process 
              alcohol just like us. I think he's just highly allergic to the contaminants 
              in the drink. He should stick to that Uvena stuff, or maybe vodka, 
              which has almost no contaminants," mused Mynock, the local Xenobiology 
              expert. 
            
"You're probably right. His lekku do seem swollen...," added Greywolf, 
              gently inspecting Faus'tus' head appendages. 
            
"Mynock? I'm really worried. Is he going to be all right?" Rus'ti 
              asked. "I told Mixer not to serve him that Ion Sucker... I feel 
              just awful about all this." 
            
"Don't worry, Roo. He's going to be just fine," said a calm voice. 
            
Rus'ti's receptors intensified into a warm, amber light, as she 
              turned to face her friend. "Guardian, I'm so glad you're here," 
              she beamed at him. 
            
Lieutenant Adam "Guardian" Burns, Buccaneer Squadron's Executive 
              Officer, approached Faus'tus' bed accompanied by a Mon Calamari 
              doctor. "How's he doing?" he asked. 
            
"He stopped vomiting, at least." 
            
"We gave him some medication and are running some allergy tests 
              now," added Doctor Banarj, the Liberty's Chief Medical Officer. 
            
"I'm sure he'll be all right. Let's talk, gentlemen," said Guardian, 
              as the group moved on around the medbay. Roo stayed behind changing 
              the wet rag around Faus'tus' forehead. 
            
"Dr. Banarj and I have been talking, and it seems that the Medbay 
              is seriously understaffed. I've already set up a regular medical 
              round schedule, but I think the two of you would also be invaluable 
              down here. This would also help you to keep in practice, for when 
              our skills are needed on the field." 
            
"Sounds good to me, Guardian, but when are we going to do this? 
              With the recent increase of Imperial activity in the area, won't 
              it interfere with our piloting assignments?" Greywolf asked. 
            
"I'm sure Raven and I will find some space in the schedule," said 
              Guardian, referring to Buccaneer Squadron's Commanding Officer, 
              Captain James "Raven" Lee. "As Executive Officer for Buccaneer Squadron, 
              I have a big say on the duty assignments," he added with a big grin. 
            
"What about you, Mynock?" asked the Mon Calamari physician, turning 
              his large, bulbous eyes to the Corsair pilot, a former graduate 
              of the Coruscant Medical College. 
            
"I haven't practiced in a long time, Dr. Banarj. I am happier flying 
              with Corsair, but Guardian is right. We could really help everybody. 
              If Corsair Leader agrees to it, you can count me in." 
            
As Mynock said this, alarm klaxons began blaring throughout the 
              ship. "Alert, alert," a mechanical voice droned over the ship-wide 
              intercom. "Fire in the hangar. All emergency personnel please report 
              to the main hangar." Without hesitation, the three pilots grabbed 
              medpacks from the wall and raced out of the medbay. 
            
"Oh my, what else is going to go wrong today?" cried Roo, her receptors 
              turning white with worry. She turned to the nearest RN5 Nurse droid. 
              "Tell me where the bandages and first aid kits are. You're going 
              to need all the help you can get!" 
            
 
            


              Guardian was the first to reach the Main Hangar blast door. It opened 
              to reveal a hellish scene. Amber emergency lights cut through the 
              black smoke, as warning klaxons blared in panic. The three men pulled 
              breath masks from their medpacks, and entered the bay, scanning 
              the place for wounded victims. Two figures emerged from the maintenance 
              area. 
            
"Lieutenant Burns?" wheezed Mike, half dragging a coughing Stubbs. 
            
"What happened, Mike?" asked Mynock, as Guardian and Greywolf quickly 
              examined the two technicians, who seemed to be fine, aside from 
              a few bruises. 
            
"A training X-wing crashed into a stack of power cells... they 
              blew up. There was a rookie Calamari pilot. He must have taken the 
              worst of it..." replied the battered technician. 
            
"Takeoff position three..." Stubbs added, gasping for breath. 
            
Guardian immediately ran into the launching area, followed by Greywolf. 
              "Mike, both of you go to the medbay. You seem fine, but you need 
              to be checked out," added 
            
 Mynock, turning to follow his companions. Mike nodded in agreement. 
            
Greywolf knelt by a wounded technician as rescue personnel and 
              pilots raced about trying to find and treat the wounded. The hangar's 
              ventilator system was frantically trying to clear the air. Greywolf 
              examined the technician, who had a strong pulse and was breathing 
              adequately. He injected a surfactant compound, which would prevent 
              the man's lungs from swelling and collapsing due to the injury caused 
              by the smoke inhalation. He noted that the man's left hand had been 
              almost completely severed at the wrist by a piece of shrapnel. He 
              unstrapped his medpack and started to work. Greywolf injected a 
              powerful anesthetic into the arm's nerve plexus, thus blocking the 
              technician's pain. With a laser scalpel, he proceeded to make a 
              clean amputation of the extremity and cauterized the arm's blood 
              vessels. He then applied a coupling unit to the stump, and carefully 
              opened the large, cylindrical preservation unit in his medpack. 
              He attached several tiny electrodes to the amputated hand, which 
              would electrically stimulate the nerves and muscles to prevent any 
              degeneration. He then carefully placed it in the bacta filled cylinder 
              of the preservation unit. 
            
 The bacta would nourish the hand's cells and ward off infection 
              until the reattachment surgery could be performed. 
            
Mynock searched among the debris until he heard a frantic howl. 
              He raced towards the noise to find Lieutenant Groznik, Buccaneer 
              Squadron's Wookiee pilot, desperately lifting heavy pieces of metal 
              with ease. 
            
"Groz? You all right?" asked Mynock, making his way through the 
              wreckage. Groznik grunted and growled, pointing at a spot under 
              the wreckage. His translator/vocabulator unit had obviously been 
              damaged in the explosion. Mynock struggled to understand what the 
              Wookiee was saying. Groznik continued to dig under the scrap metal, 
              revealing a wounded pilot. With a triumphant growl, Groznik pulled 
              out his commanding officer, Captain James "Raven" Lee, Buccaneer 
              Leader. 
            
 "Raven! Talk to me, man!" called Mynock, as he examined the unconscious 
              pilot's pupils. Raven moaned. "Put him down, Groz, we'll need to 
              find a stretcher to take him down to the medbay and run a brain 
              scan on him," Mynock said, noting with satisfaction that Raven could 
              move all four of his extremities. A good sign. Groznik howled angrily, 
              and took off towards the exit corridor, with his wounded friend 
              clutched to his chest. "Wait, you crazy Wookiee!" cried Mynock, 
              "I said get a stretcher!" 
            
 As he picked up his pack to run after Groznik, he heard Guardian 
              calling for help. 
            
Guardian found the Mon Calamari rookie in the tattered remains 
              of a standard orange flightsuit, near the wreckage of the X-wing. 
              Plasma burns covered part of his face as he drew raspy breaths. 
              The pilot's leg was missing at the thigh. Guardian applied a cauterizer 
              and stopped the bleeding. "Stay with me, c'mon!" he said, as he 
              obtained venous access and started an IV line. The Mon Calamari 
              stopped breathing. "Damn!" thought Guardian, drawing a resuscitator 
              unit from the medpack. 
            
 
            
"Mynock!" he shouted, "I need you here, Stat!" Guardian had little 
              experience treating Mon Calamari. He placed the disk shaped device 
              on the wounded pilot's chest. It was large enough to cover most 
              of the Mon Cal's upper torso. Guardian activated the cardiac monitor 
              and the imaging system. "Three chambers? Is that how his heart is 
              supposed to be?" he wondered, looking at the image appearing on 
              the resuscitator's screen. The monitor showed no electrical activity. 
              Guardian flicked a switch and the resuscitator began to project 
              a low power tractor/repulsor field, which compressed and expanded 
              the heart, restoring the circulation. Miniature needles protruded 
              from the resuscitator, injecting drugs into his system. Guardian 
              tried to make sense of the alien heart image as Mynock finally appeared. 
            
"Wounded Mon Calamari in cardiac arrest. Tell me what's different," 
              said Guardian. 
            
"Three heart chambers instead of four. Everything else is more 
              or less the same. The windpipe's different, though. I'll take care 
              of that," answered Mynock, whose medical specialty was in non-human 
              lifeforms. 
            
"Should there be any fluid around his heart?" asked Guardian. 
            
"No," replied Mynock, as he placed a tube into the Calamarian's 
              windpipe and activated the portable respirator. 
            
"Then he is in cardiac tamponade," Guardian said, flicking a few 
              more switches. The trauma to the Calamarian's chest had caused fluid 
              to accumulate around his heart, which compressed it and prevented 
              it from pumping blood adequately. The resuscitator extended a long 
              needle from its underside, and drove it into the Calamarian's chest. 
              Guardian guided the needle with the help of the image screen, and 
              began to draw the fluid out. The monitor beeped as electrical activity 
              resumed, and the heart started beating again. Guardian breathed 
              a sigh of relief, and flicked a switch on his comlink. "Cutter? 
              Get in here. We need a stretcher." 
            
 
            


              Roo's receptors turned pink as Guardian finished Raven's brain scan. 
              "Just a concussion. No permanent damage," he announced. "Well, nothing 
              that wasn't there before." 
            
"See, I told you I'm fine," Raven growled. "I'm going back to the 
              hangar, there may still be wounded crewmen there." As he started 
              to get up, a pair of hairy paws pinned him down. Groznik huffed 
              and grunted a rebuke at his commanding officer. 
            
"Groznik is right, my friend," said Roo, applying a bandage to 
              a nasty cut in Raven's forearm. "You shouldn't be going anywhere 
              for a while." Groznik growled in agreement. 
            
"Oh, all right, all right, I give up," Raven sighed resignedly, 
              and dozed off to sleep. 
            
"We'll have to make sure he stays here under observation for at 
              least twelve hours," Guardian told Roo and Groznik as he put down 
              the scanner and went to join Mynock near the bacta tanks. 
            
Cutter, the Liberty's 2-1B Medical droid, finished placing 
              the wounded Calamari pilot into the bacta tank. "How's he doing?" 
              Guardian asked. 
            
"He's stable," replied Mynock. "I altered the electrolytic balance 
              of the bacta to better match his race's biochemistry, but Banarj 
              should check this. He knows better than I do, of course. Where is 
              he, anyway?" 
            
"He is in surgery with Greywolf. They are reattaching a severed 
              hand. What's the Calamari's name?" Guardian asked, glancing at the 
              patient's chart. 
            
"Erratic searched the ship's roster. Says his name is Rkard, a 
              flight cadet. The schedule had him on a training flight." Mynock 
              replied absently, as he adjusted the tank's temperature controls. 
              "The security crew is inspecting the wrecked X-wing to find out 
              what went wrong." 
            
"Probably something wrong with its navigational thrusters or the 
              repulsorlift drive. I heard that ship was damaged and then turned 
              into a training vehicle." Guardian added, as Greywolf joined them, 
              removing his surgical scrubs. "How did it go, Greywolf?" 
            
"He's going to be fine. The reattachment was successful. No complications." 
              He smiled. "Now what are we going to do about him?" Greywolf tipped 
              his head to indicate the injured Rkard. "I spoke to Banarj and he 
              says there are no prosthetic Calamari limbs on board." 
            
"How long is he going to be in the soup, Cutter?" Guardian asked 
              his long time companion. 
            
"I estimate one week, Master Adam," replied the Too-Onebee droid. 
              "I'll have Erratic run a search on nearby Alliance medical facilities. 
              Maybe we'll come up with something, sir." 
            
 
            


              "I understand your point, gentlemen, but we have another problem 
              here." Admiral Ra'kaat leaned back in his chair as he continued 
              addressing the pilots gathered in his office. "The fact is that 
              we are on full alert, due to the presence of the Star Destroyer 
              Inquisitor in this sector. We simply cannot spare any starfighters 
              or pilots." 
            
"Admiral, Erratic has located a prosthetic leg for Cadet Rkard 
              aboard the Frigate Redemption. All we need is a shuttle. 
              The one we recovered from Vertigo Outpost is armed, armored and 
              refitted to accommodate medical equipment and supplies. I'll fly 
              it myself, so that's only one pilot." Guardian volunteered. 
            
"It's too dangerous, with all these Imperials in the area. I don't 
              like it," replied Raven sullenly. "I won't have my XO flying alone 
              on this mission." 
            
"There's no need to go alone. I'll go with him and provide escort 
              in my Y-wing," Greywolf added. "Besides, Rkard's my patient too, 
              and I'd like to assist on the prosthetic attachment procedure." 
            
"But this is only a prosthetic leg, the surgery can be accomplished 
              later," Ra'kaat answered in exasperation. 
            
"That's not entirely accurate, Admiral," Mynock stepped forward. 
              "The fact is that Cadet Rkard's nerve endings are deteriorating 
              in spite of our best efforts. If the leg is not attached in the 
              next few days, the damage could be permanent. A cybernetic prosthesis 
              contains specially designed electrochemical stimulators, which would 
              prevent any further deterioration. If we don't attach a prosthesis 
              soon, he'll be crippled. Sir, I could go with them and provide reconnaissance 
              and backup cover." 
            
"No! No more pilots can be spared. The Star Destroyer must be found. 
              The Redemption is simply too far away. We can't risk it." 
              The Admiral placed both hands on his desk with a gesture of finality. 
            
"Ra'kaat," Doctor Banarj spoke in his raspy voice. "Be reasonable. 
              It is another one of our proud sons who needs your help. This boy 
              is the pride of our people. A promising hope of fighting back against 
              our oppressors. Do not let his spirits be crushed, or the hope of 
              his race crumble because of an accident. I'll go with them, to ensure 
              his safe recovery. Surely you can spare these few brave souls, who 
              have volunteered for this duty." 
            
"Admiral, I'll just assign two of my pilots." Commander Peter Simmons, 
              Rogue Leader, spoke. "Jedi and Predator can escort them and they'll 
              be back in no time..." 
            
"No! Absolutely not, Commander. The roster for Rogue Squadron is 
              not even full. All of your pilots need to concentrate on that Star 
              Destroyer. Lieutenants Burns and Rollins can take care of this. 
              And Flight Officer Cintr�n can go, if it's all right with Corsair 
              Leader." Ra'kaat turned to Captain Chris "Electro" Schock, Corsair 
              Leader. 
            
"Can you spare this pilot, Captain?" 
            
"I'll rotate the schedule, sir. He can go on the mission," answered 
              the squad leader. 
            
"Good! Then that's settled. You can leave as soon as you're ready. 
              Now back to your posts, and find me that Star Destroyer. Dismissed, 
              gentlemen." Ra'kaat replied gruffly, turning his attention to a 
              stack of datapads. 
            
As the pilots left the Admiral's office, Electro winked at Rogue 
              Leader. "That was a smooth move, Peter. You panicked him into making 
              that decision rather quickly." 
            
 "Yeah, well, after all this time, you kind of get to know how 
              he thinks." He turned towards Buccaneer Leader. "Just make sure 
              your boys make it back in one piece. Okay, Raven?" 
            
Raven grinned. "No problem, Pete. No problem." 
            
 
            


              Mike sat in a corner of the maintenance area, watching Stubbs and 
              Jeff "Porky" Leddy, one of the A-wing techs, as they loaded the 
              bacta tank into the battered shuttle. "Poor bloke," he thought, 
              as he played with a hydrospanner, and turned to the remains of an 
              R2 unit. "All right, little fella. There's really not much left 
              of you after that accident, huh? Good thing you're not one of those 
              new R2 units we captured, or you would have been the first suspect. 
              Let's see if there's anything we can salvage." 
            
Guardian and Roo approached the shuttle, making their way among 
              the various repair crews. Raven stood by the entrance ramp of the 
              retrofitted craft, as Doctor Banarj and two RN5 droids climbed aboard. 
            
"Well, everything looks like its in order. Electro is allowing 
              several A-Wing escorts to your jump point. From there you should 
              rendezvous with the Frigate Redemption in the Antera system. 
              The system has no real value to the Empire so there should be no 
              trouble," said Raven. "Doc Banarj says that the patient is doing 
              fine, and the bacta tank has been anchored to the bulkhead." He 
              turned to Ru'sti, who was dressed in an orange flightsuit a few 
              sizes too small. "Well, Roo, you've been asking Rogue Leader to 
              assign you to the post of Search and Rescue pilot. If you do a good 
              job as Guardian's co-pilot, I'll see what we can do about that transfer." 
              He winked at the beaming Lumi. 
            
"I won't let you down, Raven, but I've got to have a talk with 
              Sergeant-Major Dundee about cutting me a bigger suit. I just know 
              he did this on purpose," she exclaimed, self consciously hiding 
              her chest. Porky climbed down the ramp and grinned at Roo. 
            
"Looking good, Roo. You're gonna love what we've done to this ship. 
              It already had extra armor plating, and modified laser cannons, 
              but Stubbs, Mike and I have been playing with the engine pods and 
              the maneuvering thrusters, and we've managed to increase its speed." 
            
"Thank you, Porky. You're always so kind to me," she smiled, her 
              receptors turning pink. "Ahh, it's nothing," Porky replied, feeling 
              a bit embarrassed. "I've got to go help Stubbs with Lieutenant Rollins' 
              R2 unit. Have a safe trip, and I'll see you soon." 
            
 
            


              Greywolf approached his Y-wing fighter as Stubbs brought up his 
              R2 unit. "Hello, Stubbs. How goes it? You working on the Y-wings 
              now?" 
            
"Nah. We're a little short on personnel. Just trying to get these 
              R2 units ready for a couple of missions." 
            
Greywolf turned towards the R2 unit. "Quin5, we need to go, I need 
              your help to do a systems check on my Y-Wing." 
            
The R2 droid turned his head, and let out a series of short staccato 
              chirps. Greywolf noticed that the scratch on his right sensor was 
              missing. "Hey, you guys finally fixed that scratch I've been complaining 
              about." 
            
"Yeah, I guess someone did," Stubbs replied absently. "Well, what 
              are you waiting for? Let's go." He said to the R2 unit. 
            
The droid hesitated, as its Imperial programming evaluated the 
              different possibilities for sabotage. After considering several 
              possibilities, a course of action was chosen and the droid started 
              forward. 
            
"Quin5, what's wrong with you?" Greywolf asked, climbing into the 
              cockpit and strapping on his flight helmet. 
            
"I guess he's just anxious to get on with the mission, Lieutenant," 
              answered Stubbs, as he placed the droid into the ship's socket. 
              "Right, little guy?" The R2 chirped in agreement, and started a 
              routine preflight check. 
            
"Liberty flight control, this is Escort Group. We're ready 
              for take off," Guardian squawked over the com channel. 
            
"Roger, Escort Group. You are cleared for take off. Corsairs 5 
              and 6 have already launched and are waiting for you to clear the 
              hangar. Proceed to destination 3 by 3 by 5." 
            
"Copy Liberty control. Shuttle Vertigo is a go. Bucc 4, 
              Corsair 4 are you ready?" 
            
"You betcha," Mynock replied, as his ship rose on its repulsorlift 
              cushion. 
            
"Following your lead, Guardian," said Greywolf, firing up the converters. 
              The R2 unit whistled to itself as it searched through the ship's 
              computer system... 
            
 
            


              Three ships dropped out of hyperspace in a remote area of the Antera 
              system. Guardian opened the intercom channel to the cargo hold. 
              "Doctor, how's our patient? Is everything all right after the jump?" 
            
Banarj answered promptly. "Yes, Lieutenant Burns. The bacta tank's 
              diagnostics check is green across the board, and the RN5 droids 
              report stable vital signs on our patient." Guardian breathed a sigh 
              of relief, switched off the intercom and turned to Roo. 
            
"Well, Private, how does it feel having just completed your first 
              live hyperspace jump? And quite successfully, I'd say." 
            
Roo smiled. "Oh, I could get used to this. I like it a lot. Where 
              is the Redemption supposed to jump in?" 
            
"A bit closer to that moon. I'll have Mynock check it out." Guardian 
              flicked a switch, opening a com channel. "Vertigo to Corsair 4. 
              Take point on the rendezvous area, Mynock" 
            
"Roger that, Vertigo," came the reply over the com, as Mynock's 
              A-wing sped off towards a small moon. 
            
"Guardian? Why is Greywolf's hyperspace radio on?" observed Roo, 
              her receptors turning white as she looked at the readouts on her 
              screens. 
            
"Buccaneer 4, what's going on?" Guardian asked, a chill running 
              down his spine. "I've got a bad feeling about this," he muttered 
              under his breath. 
            
 
            


              "Quin5, what the hell are you doing?" Greywolf yelled, as he tried 
              to shut down the hyperradio. A steady stream of coded signals was 
              being sent to some unknown destination in space. He frantically 
              flicked switches and pushed buttons, but the controls were not responding. 
              The droid was in control of the ship. 
            
"Mynock, something's wrong with Greywolf. He isn't answering on 
              the comlink. Stay alert," said Guardian, looking at Greywolf's Y-Wing, 
              which had drifted slightly off course. "What's going on?" he breathed 
              worriedly. 
            
 
            


              "Commander Kendall," an aide approached the commanding officer of 
              the Imperial frigate Adamant. 
            
"What is it, Lieutenant?" he answered, staring out of the view 
              port. 
            
"Sir, an Imperial R7 Saboteur droid is signaling us from the Antera 
              system. It seems it has taken over a Y-Wing fighter. And, sir, the 
              fighter appears to be assigned to the Rebel Buccaneer squadron." 
            
"Buccaneer? Are you sure?" a smile spread on Kendall's face. "Set 
              course for the Antera system, Lieutenant. Full speed, and get our 
              fighter pilots to their stations immediately. It's time for a little 
              revenge!" 
            
 
            


              Greywolf pushed the droid ejector control over and over, but nothing 
              happened. "Damned droid, it's taken over the whole ship. Blast!" 
              He looked to his port side and saw the Vertigo shuttle approaching 
              slowly for a closer look. "Guardian! Go away, it's a trap!" he gestured 
              in vain. The comlink was inoperative. "I've got to do something!" 
            
"Guardian, I'm reading a ship coming in from hyperspace," Mynock 
              said, looking at his sensor screens. 
            
"I hope that's the Redemption," Guardian said, as he eased 
              the shuttle closer to Greywolf's Y-Wing. A frigate entered the system 
              close to the moon. 
            
"Mayday, Mayday! IFF transponder registers an Imperial ship. It's 
              launching several starfighters. I'm moving to intercept," Mynock 
              yelled into the comlink, as he opened up the throttles and his A-wing 
              shot forward. A flight of six Imperial TIE Interceptors roared out 
              of the Adamant's hangar bay. Mynock switched power to his shields, 
              locked on to the lead Interceptor and fired a missile. As the T/I 
              burst into flame, the remaining fighters broke formation and scattered 
              around the A-Wing. Mynock pulled into a tight loop and began tracking 
              the closest ship. His sensors indicated that two of the remaining 
              fighters were still on an intercept course for the shuttle. The 
              other three were still on him. "Guardian, two squints, coming your 
              way! I'll try to stop them." Mynock said, as green light bathed 
              his canopy. Two of the Interceptors were on his tail. "Blast!" he 
              thought. "These'll keep me busy for a while." He pulled on the control 
              stick, spinning furiously to evade the incoming fire. 
            
"Roo, Doc Banarj, brace yourselves! We're going evasive," Guardian 
              spoke into the intercom. "Welcome to starfighter combat, private." 
              He hissed through clenched teeth. 
            
Roo's receptors went white as the ship dove suddenly. "Oh my god!" 
              she said, holding on to the bulkhead. 
            
"That's it!" Greywolf yelled, noting the two incoming fighters. 
              He pulled out his blaster pistol and shot the control panel on his 
              left. 
            
 
            


              Mike sat in the back of the maintenance area. The whole hangar was 
              mostly deserted at this time, as the flight crew changed shifts. 
              The technical crew replacements would be having the customary refreshments 
              before reporting in. This was Mike's favorite time of day, when 
              he could sip a little Vodka without the Deck Officer yelling at 
              him, and tinker with a few private projects. There was the old datatape 
              viewer with the faulty decrypter, the blaster pistol he was modifying, 
              the misaligned hydrospanner, and the remains of the R2 unit from 
              the accident. 
            
He was working on the latter, when he noticed something odd with 
              the droid's electric arc welder. The capacitors were melted, but 
              something was definitely wrong. Mike frowned and continued taking 
              the thing apart. In another corner, one of the R2 units took a new 
              interest in Mike's activities. It focused its photo receptor on 
              the technician, and boosted its auditory receivers. "What the blazes?" 
              Mike muttered under his breath. "This thing's rigged to deliver 
              blaster bolts." The R7 Saboteur unit's programming evaluated this 
              remark and determined that a class 4 threat to the mission was evident. 
              Silently, it extended its own modified arc welder and aimed it at 
              the unsuspecting technician. With a high pitched whine, the saboteur 
              droid charged the weapon's capacitors and fired a deadly blast of 
              laser energy. 
            
 
            


              Mynock banked sharply to the left after destroying another Interceptor. 
              The remaining two ships adjusted their trajectory to remain behind 
              the A-Wing. "Let's see if you can keep up," Mynock thought, as he 
              opened up the throttles and pulled back on the stick. The ship began 
              a fast barrel roll as it climbed. The two TIE Interceptors climbed 
              after it, cannons blazing. In mid spin, Mynock pulled hard on the 
              stick, breaking off in an unexpected direction. He pulled into a 
              tight loop and circled behind the startled Imperials. As he was 
              getting ready to fire his laser cannons, the ship's computers detected 
              a new group of signals emerging from the frigate. "TIE Bombers... 
              blast!" Mynock squeezed off a few wild shots at the Interceptors, 
              and turned to face the bigger threats. The TIE Bombers were armed 
              with concussion missiles and proton torpedoes, which could be fired 
              at long ranges and would make short work of the shuttle and the 
              unresponsive Y-Wing. "Damn, Greywolf, what are you doing?" he wondered, 
              switching to missiles. 
            
Greywolf pried open the busted panel and began searching through 
              the mess of exposed cables. "All right, you walking toaster. I'd 
              like to see what you're gonna do now." He crossed a few wires, and 
              the hyperradio went silent. "Hah! There you go," he muttered, reaching 
              for yet more wires. Sparks flew as he hot-wired the controls. 
            
"Watch the shields, Roo," Guardian said, as he banked the ship 
              away from the stream of green energy blazing in front of them. 
            
"We can't outmaneuver them, Guardian. What are we going to do?" 
              Roo pulled several switches, transferring more energy to the weakened 
              shields. 
            
"Porky and the rest of the tech team made a few modifications to 
              this ship, Roo. They were keeping it as a surprise for you, but 
              it's gonna come in handy now. Watch the rear camera." 
            
Roo noted that one of the readout screens showed a view of the 
              rear of the shuttle. A TIE Interceptor lined up on that screen and 
              opened fire. "It's right behind us, Guardian!" Roo stared in desperation. 
            
"I know. I'm gonna bring him in a little closer," Guardian said 
              with a grin, slowing the shuttle. 
            
"You're gonna do what?" 
            
He flicked a switch. An aiming reticule appeared in the rear view 
              screen. "When that goes red, press the button on your stick," Guardian 
              told her. Roo did as she was told, and the TIE blossomed into a 
              ball of flaming gas. "One customized rear firing twin concussion 
              missile launcher, courtesy of the tech team." 
            
Roo laughed in exhilaration, but it was caught short as she noted 
              another ship on the screens. "Guardian, another frigate at point 
              oh-three!" she said, her receptors turning pale in despair. 
            
"Yes, that's the Redemption. Right on schedule," Guardian 
              smiled, adjusting his course towards the Alliance frigate. 
            
 
            


              Mike heard the high pitched whine increase in intensity. He turned 
              and saw an R2 unit with its arc welder pointing at him. Without 
              hesitating, he sprang for cover behind a stack of crates. A red 
              bolt of energy blasted the spot where he had been standing. "Blast 
              it! We got Imperial droids in that shipment. They must have sneaked 
              through security," he thought, as he looked for a way out of this 
              mess. 
            
The droid moved to block the exit, and searched for his target. 
              Mike heard the droid spout a burst of short staccato chirps as the 
              high pitched whine built up again. A blaster bolt followed shortly, 
              hitting the stack of crates next to Mike's head. "It's blocked the 
              exit," he thought. He yelled for help, though he knew it was unlikely 
              that anyone would hear his cry at this hour. Then he remembered 
              the blaster. He had left the pistol he was working on by the power 
              cells in the corner. If he could get to it, it would be an easy 
              thing to blow the R2 unit to bits. 
            
 
            


              "Redemption, this is shuttle Vertigo requesting assistance. 
              We are being pursued by Imperial TIE fighters," Guardian spoke on 
              the comlink. The shuttle wove back and forth, trying to evade the 
              laser fire from the remaining Interceptor. 
            
"Rear secondary shields collapsing, Guardian," Roo informed him. 
            
"Switch all power to the rear deflectors, Roo," he replied. 
            
"Roger, Vertigo. Rescue 1 and 2 are being launched," came the reply 
              on the comlink, as two X-Wing fighters left the Redemption's 
              hangar bay. 
            
"Just two ships?" Roo asked. 
            
"It's a medical ship, Roo. Not a combat vessel. It's all she has. 
              Let's hope it'll be enough." 
            
The second TIE Bomber exploded as the missile hit it. Mynock targeted 
              the last dupe and dumb fired another missile. The alarm klaxons 
              blared as Mynock's rear shields collapsed. The two squints were 
              still on his tail, firing constantly. Mynock pushed the ship down 
              in a tight loop, narrowly avoiding the spinning fragments of the 
              last TIE Bomber, as it careened off encircled in blue lightning. 
              "Only a couple of squints left," he thought, switching some power 
              to his rear deflector screens. Green laser bolts flashed at him 
              from an unexpected direction. The Imperial frigate, now identified 
              as the Adamant in his Combat Multiview Display, had joined the fight. 
              "Oh boy, I'm in trouble now!" Mynock said to himself, and pulled 
              the ship into another spiral. 
            
The wires made contact with a spark. The R7 droid screamed in anguish 
              as its interface jack was ripped off. The ejector system jettisoned 
              the droid away from the ship. 
            
 "Yeeehaa!" Greywolf yelled, as the ship's systems came under his 
              control again. He surveyed the sensor screens. The shuttle was approaching 
              the Redemption and two X-Wings were taking care of a squint 
              on Guardian's tail. He saw Mynock's A-Wing trying to evade two squints 
              and the Imperial frigate. Greywolf turned his ship towards the frigate, 
              switched all power to the engines, and opened up the throttles. 
              "Hang on, Mynock. Hang on," he thought. 
            
 
            


              Mike counted the seconds as the R2 unit recharged its blaster. The 
              high pitched whine grew slowly and Mike thought he had the rhythm 
              worked out. "It's now or never," he thought. The laser blast exploded 
              on the bulkhead behind him. Mike ran towards the power cells. He 
              grabbed the blaster and ducked as the R2 fired another blast at 
              him. The force of the blast knocked him down in the open. He aimed 
              the blaster at the droid and pulled the trigger. 
            
Nothing happened. "Oh great!" Mike thought, throwing the useless 
              blaster at the droid. The high pitched whine built up again as the 
              droid prepared to fire. Mike closed his eyes as the sound of a single 
              laser bolt echoed around the empty repair bay. 
            
 
            


              The Y-Wing quickly covered the intervening distance. Greywolf was 
              soon on top of the Imperial frigate, and opened fire on the large 
              ship. The frigate's turbolaser batteries targeted the new threat. 
              Mynock noted that the turbolasers eased up and targeted the nearest 
              squint. With a few laser blasts, the Imperial ship exploded in a 
              flash. "Glad you could join the party, Greywolf. It was about time," 
              Mynock told his friend, as he maneuvered behind the last Interceptor. 
            
"Had a little difficulty with my R2 unit," Greywolf joked back. 
              "Watch it, Mynock. More ships leaving the hangar." Greywolf fired 
              two proton torpedoes at the emerging ships. He caught the last squint, 
              which exploded just as it was leaving the hangar bay. 
            
 
            


              "Commander Kendall, the flight deck reports an explosion at the 
              hangar. We have a technical crew trying to repair the damage, but 
              it will take some time. No more ships may be launched for at least 
              twelve minutes." The aide informed his infuriated superior officer. 
            
"No matter. We can destroy that medical frigate with our turbolasers. 
              Still, signal the Inquisitor that we have netted some Rebel 
              fish and request reinforcements. 
            
"Yes, sir," the aide replied, as he signaled the communications 
              officer. 
            
 
            


              "Mynock, finish those fighters so we can get out of here!" Green 
              laser beams showered the Y-Wing's shields repeatedly. Greywolf took 
              aim at the frigate's communications antennae and fired a third salvo 
              of ion blasts. Lightning danced on the surface of the communications 
              array as the bolts struck it again. 
            
"All clear, Greywolf," came Mynock's reply on the comlink. A quick 
              check of the sensors revealed no more enemy fighters. The two Alliance 
              craft turned tail and shot off at full speed towards the frigate 
              Redemption. 
            
 
            


              "Sir, we've lost our long range communications, and fire-control 
              reports some ion interference affecting our targeting computers." 
            
Kendall quivered with fury as he turned to the helm officer. "Then 
              we must fetch reinforcements ourselves. Set the coordinates for 
              the Inquisitor's scheduled location and jump to lightspeed." 
              Kendall clenched his fists. "There'll be another time," he thought, 
              watching the fleeing rebel ships. 
            
 
            


              A laser blast penetrated Greywolf's shields and struck his left 
              engine nacelle. Fortunately, the Imperial frigate's energy bolts 
              were accompanying its retreat into hyperspace. "Mynock, my engines 
              are hit. My speed has dropped down to twenty MGLT," Greywolf informed 
              his wingman. He ran a quick diagnostics check. "Without an R2 unit, 
              there's not much I can do to repair this in flight." 
            
"We've got to hurry, Greywolf. Those Imperials will be back soon. 
              With reinforcements, I bet. The Redemption's already proceeding 
              to the nearest jump point at full speed." 
            
"I know. It's a good thing Guardian managed to reach the ship. 
              At this speed, I don't think I can reach the frigate in time. Without 
              an R2 unit, I can't make the jump to lightspeed," Greywolf noted 
              grimly. 
            
"I won't leave you, buddy. We'll think of something," Mynock replied, 
              glancing nervously at his sensor screens. 
            
 
            


              "We've got to turn back and pick them up," Guardian snapped angrily 
              at the captain of the medical frigate. 
            
"We cannot, Lieutenant Burns," the captain replied. "This ship 
              is too valuable to risk in combat, and we have very little defenses. 
              We also have no tugs on board. We'll have to signal another ship 
              for assistance. The Imperials will return soon, in greater numbers." 
            
 "Then at least give me clearance to launch. The patient has been 
              delivered safely onboard and Doctor Banarj is taking care of him 
              right now. I will not leave my men out there alone." 
            
 "Very well, Lieutenant. You may take your shuttle." Without a 
              word, Guardian turned around and raced to the flight deck, pulling 
              on his helmet. 
            
Roo met him on the entrance of the hangar bay. "Good luck, Adam," 
              she whispered as he raced towards the ship. "Always racing to the 
              rescue. Our Guardian." 
            
 
            


              The shuttle raced towards the crippled Y-Wing and the circling A-Wing. 
              "Buccaneer 2 to Escort flight. Guardian here. Status report, gentlemen." 
            
"I got a couple of stabilizers loose, Buccaneer 2, and my rear 
              deflector's out of commission. Other than that, I just have a few 
              scratches." Mynock answered on the comlink. 
            
"How about you, Buccaneer 4?" Guardian asked. 
            
"No R2 unit, and a damaged ion engine, XO," Greywolf reported. 
              "I'm barely limping along here at 20 MGLT" 
            
"We'll just fly as fast as we can to rendezvous with the..." Guardian 
              stopped in mid sentence as a large, wedge shaped ship filled the 
              sky. An Imperial Star Destroyer. 
            
The Inquisitor had arrived. 
            
"Corsair 4, accelerate to attack speed. The Star Destroyer is launching 
              multiple starfighters. Greywolf, best speed and head for the Redemption. 
              Mynock and I will cover for you," Guardian ordered his wingmates. 
              It was futile, and they all knew it. They were hopelessly outnumbered 
              without the possibility of rescue. At least 12 TIE Interceptors 
              and twice as many TIE fighters were headed their way. Guardian stabilized 
              his deflector screens and braced himself for what would surely be 
              his final battle, when a loud growl was heard on the comlink. 
            
"Groznik?" Guardian said in disbelief. 
            
"Yeeehaaa, looks like you mateys need a hand over here, eh?" Faus'tus' 
              voice was heard. 
            
Guardian breathed a sigh of relief as he noted the multiple Alliance 
              starfighters registering on his sensor screens. All over the sky, 
              Rogue, Buccaneer and Corsair ships were engaging the enemy. 
            
"Vertigo to all Alliance craft. Somebody tell Admiral Ra'kaat 
              that we found his Star Destroyer." 
            
 
            


              "Sir," reported the Sensor Officer. "Sensor scan reports three squadrons 
              of Rebel starfighters, as well as two Calamari Star Cruisers, the 
              Liberty and the Defiance, in addition to the medical 
              frigate reported by Commander Kendall." 
            
The Imperial Commander glanced at the ships on the bridge's view 
              port. "We are outnumbered. It would be unwise to engage the Rebel 
              forces under these conditions. Alert all commands. Full retreat." 
            
 
            


              The lights in the Liberty Lounge were dimmed. The three pilots 
              sat near the round porthole, where the Redemption and the 
              Defiance could be seen slowly making their way to their respective 
              jump points. 
            
"So, Greywolf, how did the operation turn out?" Guardian asked, 
              sipping his Ithorian Green Tea. 
            
"Pretty well, actually. The MD-4 microsurgery droids they have 
              on board are incredible. We had those electroneural interfaces hooked 
              up in no time. He should be out of that bacta tank in less than 
              a week. Will probably be back in flight training in a month or so." 
              Greywolf replied, propping his feet up on the empty seat beside 
              him. "It's a good thing the Liberty came to our rescue so 
              quickly. How did they find out we were in trouble so fast?" he asked. 
            
"Corporal Hawkyard is the one who figured it out. He was tinkering 
              with the remains of an R2 droid when he discovered it was an Imperial 
              saboteur. He was attacked by another saboteur droid in the maintenance 
              area, too. Armed with a blaster, I understand. Had him cornered." 
              Guardian told them, as he watched the ships speeding away. 
            
"Really?" Mynock said. "How'd he get out?" 
            
"It seems Porky was coming over looking for a sabacc game. He heard 
              Mike's cries for help, grabbed a blaster rifle from his locker, 
              and blew that R2 unit to bits, just as it was about to shoot Mike. 
              Good thing Porky likes to play with heavy artillery." They all chuckled 
              at that. "Anyway, they told Stubbs about it, and he recalled that 
              the droid that he had put in your ship had been acting a bit odd. 
              So they put two and two together and went to the Admiral with their 
              story." 
            
"And a good thing they did, I'll say. I'm just glad they reprogrammed 
              Quin5. Had his memory core erased. Poor guy. But he's gonna be fine 
              now." Greywolf smiled fondly as he mentioned his R2 unit. 
            
"You know, Guardian, this Green Tea is really good. It sure helps 
              you relax after a tough day like we just had. This double duty stuff 
              is hard, but we're gonna get a good night's rest for a job well 
              done." 
            
As Mynock said this, an alarm sounded throughout the ship. "Alert, 
              alert," a mechanical voice droned over the ship-wide intercom. "Coolant 
              leak in the engine room. All emergency personnel please report to 
              engine room five." 
            

"Oh boy," he groaned, as the three pilots raced towards the door. 
              "Here we go again." 

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Parody's Tale

            Morning dawns on the CRS Liberty; at least as far as morning 
              can dawn on a Mon Calamari Cruiser. The Liberty Lounge is 
              uncharacteristically quiet. In fact, the only voice heard in the 
              normally busy Lounge is one young Corsair working on a song. He 
              takes a drink from his can, then begins to softly sing: 
            
 ...dusty is the air we breathe,

              Raven says drinks are on me... 
            
A loud yawn interrupts him. "You always up this early? You woke 
              me up when you left your quarters." 
            
Michael "Parody" Miller looked up to see Eloy "Mynock" Cintron 
              pulling out a chair. "Sorry about that. I've been trying to catch 
              up on some work--what with all the rumors about a new Imperial campaign." 
            
"Did you hear? The Bothans have nailed down a date for when the 
              Imps are starting their new operation. Near the end of the month." 
            
"Hmm... and I bet the simulators will be swamped with people getting 
              prepared for them." Parody took a drink from his can of Mon Tain 
              Di'eu; a slurping noise indicated he'd drained another one. "I know 
              I've been taking too much time to get through the training sims." 
            
"Relax, Par, we're working on the same set now." 
            
"I know--but I started months ago. Nothing I can do now but keep 
              working at it." Parody picked up the can and headed for the bar. 
              "You want anything?" 
            
The doors of the Lounge opened, admitting Rebecca "Rooster" Bryan, 
              Corsair 8. "Morning, Roo, how's it going?" the two men asked. 
            
"Things are going quite well. Isn't it a little early for you two?" 
              Rooster asked as she headed to the table. 
            
"I was just trying to get a little work in. Looks like I wasn't 
              quiet enough this morning." Parody began rummaging around behind 
              the bar. 
            
"Yeah," stated Mynock, "not quiet enough. I'll take a Full Throttle, 
              since you're buying." 
            
"That sounds good to me. I'll have the same" chimed in Rooster. 
            
"...and add one Juri Juice, for one tired Buccaneer," Aradia "Slicer" 
              Emerson's voice came from the entrance to the Lounge. Dropping her 
              flight helmet onto one seat, she sat with the others. 
            
"Green? Purple? Orange?" 
            
"Surprise me." 
            
"Quiet out there?" Mynock asked. 
            
"Not if you consider a pair of pirates attacking our latest supply 
              shipment quiet. We didn't lose anything, but they led us a merry 
              chase through a small asteroid swarm." 
            
"Well, no asteroids here, just Full Throttles, one, two, a red 
              Juri Juice, and one Mon Tain Di'eu." 
            
They all reached for their drinks. "Mmmmm, good," said Rooster. 
            
"How can you drink that stuff this early in the morning?" asked 
              Slicer. 
            
"You're almost never without a can of it," added Mynock. 
            
Parody took a swig of his Mon Tain Di'eu, then stared at the can. 
              "Mon Tain Di'eu is known throughout the Rim as one of the most caffeinated 
              drinks that are safe for human consumption. I have heard of a drink 
              called a Jo-elt that has more, but I've never had any. In the morning 
              it picks you up, in the sims it can keep you going. In the evening, 
              well...it keeps you awake. Which is why there are things like Juri 
              Juice, mild Full Throttles, and water." 
            
Parody chuckled, "It keeps you awake. That saved my career in the 
              Imperial Navy once..." 
            
 
            


              I first had this drink after completing my studies at the Imperial 
              Academy. Two other cadets and myself, the top of our class, were 
              being stationed on the Frigate Minotaur. The Minotaur was 
              to meet us in the Tainah system. We were given a standard shuttle 
              and one of those "cargo containers hooked to a hyperdrive" freighters. 
              Our freighter had some special supplies for the Minotaur. 
            
Going from Coruscant to the Tainah system by the route we were 
              given would have taken about 4 days. However, Chora, a born navigator, 
              found us a few shortcuts so we would get there in 3 days and have 
              a day of shore leave before the Minotaur arrived. 
            
We did a lot of talking and sabacc playing. This was the first 
              real time we had to relax after entering the Academy. We also took 
              turns flying the freighter. I was flying it when we came out of 
              hyperspace in the Tainah system. We docked our ships at Byra, the 
              capitol city of the Mon Tain, and arranged rooms for the night. 
              Then we proceeded to the local cantina. 
            
I'd been pretty reclusive when I was in the Academy--not like the 
              Imperial Academy exactly fosters friendships. I'd never had an alcoholic 
              drink in my life. So when Jonak ordered me a Corellian Ale, I was 
              skeptical. 
            
"Don't worry, Mike, it's fine, just drink it!" 
            
I sniffed the drink--ugh, the alcohol just turned my head. Trying 
              to be friendly, I took a sip of the bitter liquid. Even that small 
              amount of alcohol burned down my throat. "Sorry, Jo, but I can't 
              take that stuff. Here, you drink it." 
            
"You don't know what you're missing!" 
            
I walked up to the bar. "What do you have that's non-alcoholic?" 
            
His voice was dripping with sarcasm. "Non-alcoholic? Well, there's 
              water. Assorted juices... or there's our Galaxy-Famous Di'eu..." 
            
"Di'eu? What's that?" 
            
"It's our main export after refined minerals and metal. Very sweet, 
              fizzy, has a mild stimulant called caffeine added." 
            
"Sounds good. Let me try one." 
            
I paid the man and brought the green can back to our table. The 
              Mon Tain Di'eu can was cold, and it had a built-in opening device 
              on top. I popped open the can, and took a drink. WOW! (Back in the 
              Lounge, Parody thunked his hand on the table, making everyone's 
              drinks shake.) The sugary, syrupy drink slid down my throat wiping 
              out that horrid ale. "This stuff is great," I thought, and took 
              another swig. 
            
We spent the night drinking and talking, relieved to be out of 
              the Academy atmosphere. I was almost drunk myself, with all the 
              Di'eu in my system. Around midnight local time we staggered back 
              to our rooms. Thanks to the alcohol, my fellow cadets were out like 
              a light, but I couldn't sleep. Having left most of our stuff in 
              the ships, I headed back to the docking bays to get a gaming pad. 
            
As I approached the freighter, I heard two voices. Peeking around 
              the hatchway, I watched two humans who were at the door of the ship. 
            
"It ain't openin' " 
            
"You aren't doing it right. And keep it down!" 
            
"Sorry. Ah, there we go." The thinner man had some device in his 
              hands; apparently that was what made the door open. 
            
As they headed inside, I activated my wristcomm. "Jonak, Chora, 
              WAKE UP!" No response. Well, I hadn't expected anything. The freighter's 
              engines were powering up. I headed across to the shuttle. 
            
"Hey, there's some kid." Oops. A blaster shot narrowly missed my 
              head. I darted behind a structural support. The blaster shots keep 
              coming until the freighter began to lift off. When they stopped, 
              I headed for our shuttle and got it fired up. The comm is erupting 
              with complaints from the port authorities about unscheduled departures. 
              I pulled up the comm. "Flight Cadet Miller of the Imperial Navy. 
              That ship is an Imperial Freighter and has been hijacked. I am pursuing 
              in our other vessel. Any assistance would be appreciated." 
            
"This is Byra Transit Authority, we will send a patrol ship as 
              soon as one is available." 
            
"Thanks, Miller out." Meanwhile, I'd been catching up to the freighter. 
              They had a good head start while I was starting up the shuttle. 
              Of course, they hadn't been responding to any attempts at communications 
              from either the authorities or myself, so as I approached I warmed 
              up the lasers. Being a large target, I was easily able to strafe 
              a few warning shots across the rear of the ship. The shields absorbed 
              the hits, and they started some evasive maneuvers. I tried to raise 
              them again. "Freighter Omicron this is Cadet Miller. If you do not 
              lower your shields and surrender, I will be forced to continue firing." 
            
No response. So I started shooting again, this time in earnest. 
              They were able to dodge a few shots, but they didn't stand much 
              of a chance. However, I was watching the clock--those things had 
              good shielding, and it might actually last until they could get 
              into hyperspace. Thankfully, we didn't leave the engines preprogrammed. 
              The "fight" continued. However, they had one more trick up their 
              sleeve--as the shields on the ship went down, they did the one thing 
              I honestly wasn't expecting them to do. They went to a full stop. 
            
I had been following them fairly closely, and had just reacted 
              to their shields going down by slowing down and attempting communications 
              again. When I looked back up, they were within .1 klick and I jammed 
              the stick forward. My illustrious career in impact damage was off 
              to a roaring start as I heard metal grating against metal. I was 
              knocked back in the pilot's seat, and stunned by the impact. About 
              a minute later my head cleared. I stopped the ship and pulled up 
              a damage report. Most of the upper wing had been torn off, which 
              was causing all sorts of flying problems. Next I checked the mapping 
              system. The freighter was running away. Not being one to give up, 
              I closed the wings and limped off in pursuit. However, the only 
              thoughts in my mind were "We're going to be brought up on charges." 
            
The comm system grated to life. A sarcastic voice said, "So long, 
              'Flight Cadet Miller'. Next time, be a little more careful--you 
              scratched the pai--WHAT THE!" 
            
Out of hyperspace came an Imperial Frigate; very quickly the sensors 
              reported it was the Minotaur. I flicked the comm switch. 
              "Shuttle Lambda to Frigate Minotaur. Freighter Omicron 
              has been stolen. This shuttle is badly damaged." 
            
"Minotaur to Lambda, acknowledged. Head to Docking Bay 3--we'll 
              send out a welcoming committee." 
            
Very quickly some transports and TIEs were launched; they disabled 
              the freighter and captured it. The CO of my new squadron took down 
              my side of the story. I was given a commendation for my efforts 
              in protecting Imperial property and bringing criminals to justice. 
              Jonak and Chora weren't so lucky: they were late for our appointed 
              meeting time with the Minotaur; when they arrived at the 
              landing pad we were there waiting for them. They were put on report, 
              and I don't remember them being around for too long in our squadron. 
            
 
            


              "...and ever since, I've done my best to keep a supply of this stuff 
              around. It saved my career that night, and without that I wouldn't 
              be here now, would I'" 
            
Rooster stood, "Sorry to leave so soon, but I've got to get ready 
              for my morning training sim. Nice story, Parody. You'll have to 
              show me how to fly a TIE sometime." 
            
"Sure, Roo. See you later." 
            
Yawning, Slicer added, "I'm off to bed. Don't work too hard." Rooster 
              and Slicer walked out of the Lounge. 
            
"Heh, heh. So you drink this Di'eu because it kept you in the Imperial 
              Navy? Maybe you should make a career switch to Blue Stuff," jokes 
              Mynock. 
            

Parody smiles. "I think not. I still don't really like alcohol. 
              Like what I told Guardian once: It's not that easy, drinking green..." 
              

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Mauler's Tale

            
              God! I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count myself 
                a king of infinite space, where it not that I have bad dreams. 
                - William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2
              


            

             
            
"Alliance Cruiser, this is TIE Interceptor Alpha One, I hereby 
              surrender myself and my craft. Do not fire!" 
            
The words still rang in his mind as his ship was tractored inside 
              the giant slug-like Mon Calamari Cruiser, mere moments after his 
              wingmen had been prevented from killing him, destroyed by the rebel 
              X-wings. 
            
Jeoffrey "Mauler" Weigle activated his aft screen, a lump rising 
              in his throat as he saw more of his comrades being sent to their 
              fiery deaths, victims of a trap sprung upon them as they intercepted 
              what seemed to be a blockade runner smuggling goods for the Rebel 
              Alliance. "Well," he grimly thought, "at least we weren't completely 
              wrong." 
            
When he had seen the Rebel Cruiser flicker out of hyperspace on 
              top of him, he knew that there was no hope, and that this was the 
              time that he should act, lest it be too late. He did what he knew 
              had to be done, and defected. 
            
Mauler glanced back at his monitor, wincing at the sight of countless 
              torpedoes homing on his former home, the Imperial Nebulon B Frigate 
              Impetuous. "Remember," Jeoffrey reminded himself, seeking 
              reassurance, "those were the ones that destroyed Alderaan, that 
              murdered your family, that paid no heed to your life and those of 
              your comrades." 
            
"Aye, and now I have betrayed my comrades." 
            
With a clang, his Interceptor was lowered on the deck, though the 
              tractor beam still kept it's grip upon it, as TIEs did not have 
              any landing gear. Reluctantly, Mauler removed any thoughts of the 
              ongoing battle from his mind and disconnected his suit from the 
              craft's life support unit. Punching in the release sequence, the 
              fighter's topside hatch swung open and he climbed out of the Interceptor's 
              ball cockpit and stood on top of it. Around him stretched the Cruiser's 
              cavernous flight deck, an impression accentuated by the rounded 
              and irregular walls and ceiling characteristic of Mon Calamari architecture. 
              After being cooped up inside a frigate for a year, Mauler could 
              not help but be awed by it's size. 
            
Precariously, Jeoffrey slid down towards a ladder that had been 
              propped against the Interceptor's canopy. As he reached the deck, 
              a voice rang out and said: "Imperial pilot, drop your sidearm immediately". 
            
Without turning towards the voice, Mauler drew his blaster and 
              let it fall at his feet. 
            
"All right, turn around, slowly," continued the voice in a somewhat 
              softer tone. 
            
Jeoffrey obeyed and saw what appeared to be a rating flanked by 
              four armed guards, their blaster rifles all aimed directly at him. 
              "I - I wish to join the Rebel Alliance," Mauler said hesitantly 
              after several uncomfortable seconds staring at the Rebel rating. 
            
"Yeah, I heard," replied the rating, not without a touch of sarcasm 
              in his voice, "you can take off that helmet now." 
            
As Mauler removed and dropped the bulky TIE pilot's helmet, the 
              man motioned two of the guards to approach him. "You're going to 
              be taken to the brig while we check out your 'defection'. I'd get 
              comfortable if I were you, It'll take a while." 
            
Not knowing what to say, Jeoffrey merely nodded and walked off 
              in the direction indicated by his escorts. For several minutes he 
              walked along the Cruiser's meandering corridors, paying no heed 
              to the wry glances cast at him by the passing crew members, though 
              he could not help but be disturbed by the disproportionate number 
              of aliens on board. "If I live through this, I'll definitely have 
              to get used to seeing these... things." 
            
Occasionally, muffled thumps reverberated throughout the ship, 
              no doubt created by torpedoes hitting the Cruiser's hull. "Well, 
              at least they didn't down without a fight," Jeoffrey thought grimly. 
            
Finally, his escort led him into the ship's brig, which seemed 
              smaller than he had expected. At the guards' urging, Mauler walked 
              into a cell, it's door sliding shut and locking as he examined what 
              was likely to be his home for the foreseeable future. 
            
As he sat down on the cell's small cot, he heard cheers coming 
              through even the cell's thick door, and knew that the Rebels had 
              been victorious. 
            
With thoughts of his comrades being reduced to vapor in the Impetuous' 
              fiery death assailing his mind, Jeoffrey lowered his face in his 
              hands, and wept. 
            
 
            
"We're going to land in a few moments, so you should strap in," 
              recommended the Tyderian shuttle pilot to Mauler as they approached 
              the Liberty's flight deck. "Sometimes control doesn't get 
              it right, and I have to do some last minute acrobatics," he added 
              with a wicked smile. 
            
Jeoffrey silently nodded and fastened the shuttle's passenger seat's 
              straps. It had been nearly a year and a half since he had seen one 
              of the large Mon Calamari Cruisers, and still felt awed by the sight. 
              Yet, he could not help but remember that it had been one of those 
              ships that had killed his companions. 
            
Though he had spent nearly a year in flight school and a few months 
              aboard the Strike Cruiser Corel's Freedom, few had been those 
              among the Rebels that he could really count as his friends, so isolated 
              from the others had he been. He knew, without a doubt, that very 
              few actually trusted him, and many had requested to be taken off 
              his wing. This was certainly accentuated by Mauler's demeanor, which 
              still showed traces of imperial conditioning. 
            
Jeoffrey had had to milk every bit of the pity the Rebel Alliance 
              had for Alderaanians in order to obtain this transfer, and hoped 
              he had made the right choice. 
            
In the Imperial Navy, pilots assigned to Star Destroyers tended 
              to be colder and to care less about their actions, obeying blindly 
              the Emperor's orders, while those assigned to smaller, less glorious 
              ships tended to be more relaxed and forgiving... Mauler hoped the 
              Alliance worked in the opposite manner. At least the cold words 
              and hateful glances he had received aboard the Corel's Freedom 
              seemed to indicate that this was a definite possibility. 
            
After an uneventful landing, Mauler was escorted to the office 
              of his new Commanding Officer: Captain Chris "Electro" Schock, Leader 
              of the Corsairs, the Liberty's interceptor squadron. 
            
Doing a quick once-over of his uniform, making sure it was spotless, 
              Jeoffrey stepped up to the office door and signaled his arrival 
              by pressing a button. 
            
"Come in," a voice called out. 
            
Without hesitation, Mauler entered and, seeing a Captain leaning 
              on a desk and facing him, snapped to attention, declaring: "Flight 
              Officer Jeoffrey Weigle reporting for duty, Sir!". 
            
"Good," Electro replied, a slight smile playing on his face, "I've 
              been expecting you." Suddenly, Electro stood up straight and walked 
              up to Mauler, extending his hand, "Welcome aboard the Liberty, 
              Mauler." 
            
Still coming to grip with the Alliance's apparent disregard for 
              proper protocol, Jeoffrey hesitantly took his CO's hand and shook 
              it. "Than - thank you sir." 
            
Suddenly, a small four-legged furry creature, which he had taken 
              to be some sort of embalmed trophy, stretched and slowly moved towards 
              Electro. Alarmed, Mauler took a step backward and exclaimed: "What 
              in the Empire is that!?" 
            
Just as soon as the words left his mouth, Jeoffrey looked back 
              at his CO, his face ashen, fear clearly showing in his eyes. "I'm 
              - I'm sorry sir, I didn't mean to-" 
            
"Relax Mauler," Electro said, despite the annoyance he could sense 
              from Kerbe, "you're not in the Imperial Navy anymore." 
            
"Huh, yes sir," Mauler replied, after having regained his composure. 
              "Sorry, it's hard to shake that kind of thing, I once saw a man 
              executed for doing something similar." 
            
"I see..." Electro declared, frowning. "Anyway, to answer your 
              rather pressing question, this is Kerbe, my life partner. I suggest 
              you apologize, she was a little offended and hasn't exactly taken 
              a liking to you," he added, a smile replacing the frown. 
            
"The feeling's mutual, I can assure you," he thought but only murmured, 
              "Ah... I'm sorry.," not believing that he was actually apologizing 
              to a pet. 
            
"All right, now on to business. Take a seat," Captain Schock ordered 
              as he stepped behind his desk and indicated a chair opposite his 
              own. "I assume you've already read all the relevant briefing material 
              on the squadron?" 
            
"Yes sir, I've also studied the Liberty's latest operations, 
              and have reviewed the personnel files on the other Corsairs." 
            
"Fine!" Electro commented, grinning, "you're saving me a lot of 
              work. As for me, I've reviewed your record quite carefully, and 
              I find your request to transfer here rather interesting." 
            
"Now what does that mean?" reflected Mauler, then quickly put the 
              thought aside. 
            
"Yes sir." 
            
"You've shown some rather good scores during your A-wing training, 
              and I think you'll fit right in. Incidentally, we've already received 
              a replacement A-wing for you, so you'll be able to fly in around 
              24 hours, time enough for the techs to do a complete check-up of 
              the fighter. If I were you I'd use the time to get acquainted with 
              your fellow pilots and tour the ship." 
            
"Understood sir," Mauler replied obediently. 
            
"Well, that's about it, I've got a meeting with the command staff 
              in 15 minutes, and I have to get ready," Electro gathered several 
              data pads that were stacked neatly at the side of his desk and looked 
              back up at Mauler. "Oh yes, there was one more thing I wanted to 
              ask you." 
            
"Yes?" 
            
"I noticed that you scored better in an X-wing than an A-wing, 
              which seems to make sense, given your record as a TIE Interceptor 
              pilot. Why did you insist on piloting an A-wing?" 
            
Mauler silently stared at his CO for a few moments, then took a 
              deep breath and said: "Respectfully sir, I just think I'll get less 
              blood on my hands this way." 
            
"I beg you pardon?" Electro asked, genuinely puzzled. 
            
"Well, in an X-wing you sometimes have to fly attack missions to 
              take out capital ships, and I know from personal experience that 
              most crew members on board a cap ship, be it Imperial or not, don't 
              deserve this fate... I don't want to be responsible for that many 
              deaths." 
            
"I see," Electro reflected, a bit of concern in his tone, "well, 
              as long as it doesn't prevent you from flying to your fullest, your 
              reasoning is sound enough. But, if you ever have to take out a capital 
              ship, in your A-wing or not, I expect you to do it without hesitation, 
              do I make myself clear?" 
            
"Completely sir." 
            
"Good. Dismissed." 
            
As Mauler left the office and the door irised closed, Electro glanced 
              down at the furry quadruped at his feet and said: "Oh relax Kerbe, 
              you're going to have to live with that guy for a while, so you'd 
              better get used to him." 
            
 
            
After finding his quarters, which seemed more like suites to him 
              after his stay on the Corel's Freedom, Jeoffrey wandered 
              around the Liberty, trying futilely to visit every part of the kilometers-long 
              ship, until he made his way to the Lounge, weary after having walked 
              for nearly 2 hours. 
            
As he had learned before, the Lounge had another name, but it sounded 
              almost as disgusting as the species that had named it, so he preferred 
              "the Lounge" anyway. He made is way around the darkened room towards 
              the curving bar and sat on an empty stool. 
            
Before he could order anything from the waiter droid, a voice called 
              out from behind him: "Hey, Mauler, why don't you join us?" Jeoffrey 
              swiveled on his bar stool to see a group sitting around a table 
              looking expectantly at him. One of them was motioning him to join 
              them. From what he could tell, each of them seemed to sport a Corsair 
              Squadron emblem on their uniforms. 
            
Jeoffrey stood up and walked up to the table. The man who had called 
              out to him motioned him to take a seat and extended his hand to 
              him. "Hi, I'm Rafael Costa Guerra, call sign Hyl," said the man 
              in an easygoing manner, "I heard that you'd come aboard, but wasn't 
              sure until now. Glad to meet you." 
            
Mauler shook his hand and the others', saying: "Hello, huh, nice 
              to meet you too," this kind of welcome hadn't been expected, and 
              made him decidedly uncomfortable, "nice lounge you got here, you 
              know if you've got any Alderaanian brandy?" 
            
Laughing, Hyl presented the others as Parody, Porky and Rooster 
              and added: "Sure, but I wouldn't try to get some if you're going 
              on duty anytime soon, Mixer is a stickler for that kind of thing." 
            
But Jeoffrey paid no attention to Hyl, and instead focused it on 
              the rating that had walked in the Lounge, and was now moving towards 
              him. A dry lump in his throat, Mauler stood up and faced the man, 
              still unable to believe the horrible mistake he had made. 
            
"By the Empire..." 
            
"So," the rating said, sarcasm filling his voice, "looks like you've 
              finally made your way back... I'm surprised your still with us." 
            
"You're - you're the guy that arrested me when I -" 
            
Cutting him off before he could complete his sentence, the rating 
              said: "When you 'defected'? Yup, the one and only. I'm Lieutenant 
              Kevin Koernig, the Liberty's security officer." 
            
Instantly, Mauler's training took over and he snapped to attention. 
              "Sir!" 
            
"Why the hell isn't he wearing his uniform?" Mauler thought. 
            
"Cut that 'sir' thing, I don't like that crap." 
            
"Kevin," Hyl interrupted in a puzzled voice, "what's going on here?" 
            
"Well, you probably weren't with us yet, but we picked up Mr. Weigle 
              here in his squint a couple of years back." 
            
"That's right, I defected," Jeoffrey told Hyl, looking down. 
            
"How in the empire did I manage to stick myself in the very cruiser 
              that picked me up?" he thought, "and that guy sure ain't gonna make 
              it easy." 
            
"Oh," replied Hyl, "so what? He's not the only one you know, my 
              parents defected when I was younger, and I was with them, so I defected 
              too." 
            
"I know that," Kevin said, smiling at his friend, "but why don't 
              we let him talk about all those Rebel kills he got?" 
            
Mauler examined those around him, noticing the faltering smiles 
              from the other Corsairs, and the hard stares coming from nearby 
              tables. "Yes, I got a few kills, but I'm not proud of them. In fact 
              I gave them up, my record now shows that I haven't got any at all." 
            
"But you still killed rebel pilots, didn't you?" Kevin pressed 
              on. 
            
Lowering his gaze, Jeoffrey nodded, "Yes, but I was only doing 
              my job... just like we're all doing now. If I could bring those 
              pilots back I would, but there's nothing I can do about that now. 
              The only thing I can say is that I'm as loyal to our cause as any 
              of us." 
            
"Perhaps," warned the security officer, "but until you can prove 
              it I'm gonna be watching you. You better be clean." 
            
Mauler merely nodded, unable to speak. With a final suspicious 
              glance, Lt. Koernig walked off and out of the Lounge. 
            
"Mauler," Hyl said, his voice a bit less confident, "you can still 
              join us." 
            
"Thanks, but I'd rather be alone right now." Mauler nodded goodbye 
              to the Corsairs and made his way back to the bar. 
            
"Good," he thought as he looked down at his timepiece, "still got 
              20 hours until I get on duty." 
            
Sitting down on a bar stool, Jeoffrey ordered some Alderaanian 
              Brandy, which the waiter droid, apparently named Mixer, reluctantly 
              served. 
            
Trying to forget what had just transpired, Mauler filled a shooter 
              to the brim and drank. 
            
As time passed he drank to the Rebel Alliance. 
            
He drank to the Liberty. 
            
He drank to Corsair squadron. 
            

He drank. 

             

        

      

    



 


      
        
          	 
            Hyl's Tale

            "Hey, watch it!" 
            
Lieutenant Adam "Guardian" Burns, Buccaneer Squadron's Executive 
              Officer, barely managed to clear to the side of the Mon Calamari 
              Star Cruiser Liberty's corridor before being run over by 
              Rafael "-Hyl-" Costa Guerra. The Corsair flyer was barreling down 
              the walkway like a runaway speeder bike, and Guardian corralled 
              his buddy's arm and pulled him to the side. "What's the rush?" 
            
Hyl nodded quickly to his friend, then his eyes moved to the corridor 
              behind Guardian and he started to pull away. "Gotta get to the flight 
              bay. Their shuttle is arriving." 
            
"What?" Guardian asked, letting Hyl go but falling into step beside 
              Rafael. "Who's shuttle is arriving?" 
            
"My parents," Hyl shot over his shoulder. "They're coming in today 
              for a quick visit." 
            
Realization dawned on Adam. "Ah, that's why you've been bouncing 
              off the walls lately." Hyl shrugged, turning his head. He had been 
              acting kind of crazy for the past few days; things like locking 
              his passkey in his room and asking the same thing twice. The Liberty's 
              pilots had picked up on their friend's behavior and started watching 
              out for him; however, Guardian didn't want to mention that some 
              of the guys had a pool going as to how long it would take for Hyl 
              to eject himself from the cockpit of his A-wing fighter accidentally. 
            
The pair reached the main docking bay. The door to the berth was 
              sealed, and an amber light glowed above it. Guardian dropped into 
              one of the prefab chairs in the waiting area while Hyl plastered 
              himself against the transparasteel, watching the Lambda-class shuttle 
              float down to a rest on the docking bay floor. The shuttle was flanked 
              by two of Corsair's A-wing fighters; the warships drifted over to 
              their landing areas before touching down. The light above the entry 
              door went from red to green with a buzz, and Hyl was through the 
              portal like a scurrier on speed. 
            
Guardian shook his head and followed. He watched his friend charge 
              toward the SHU, bouncing as he ran. Memories of his own parents 
              flooded through Adam, and he couldn't help but smile at his friend's 
              joy. 
            
Two figures descended from the shuttle as the docking ramp hissed 
              to the floor. Both wore rather plain jumpsuits, and each wrapped 
              Hyl up into a huge hug. Guardian stopped his jog a few feet away, 
              not wanting to intrude on the privacy of the moment. He turned as 
              a motion in the corner of his eye caught his attention. Eloy "Mynock" 
              Cintron, Corsair's Executive Officer, was striding over, still in 
              his full flight suit, helmet slung at his hip. 
            
The Costa Guerras, all three of them, were jabbering away excitedly. 
              Guardian made a quick command decision and stepped forward, clearing 
              his throat. "Ahem, uh, Hyl, if you'll give us a moment, we can show 
              these two wonderful people to their quarters..." 
            
Hyl turned around, his eyes going wide. "Uh, I didn't know they 
              were staying overnight." 
            
Guardian shrugged. "I dunno. They're your parents," he stressed, 
              leaning forward and arching his eyebrows. "I haven't met them--" 
            
Hyl caught on and cut Guardian off. "Oh, right. Adam, these are 
              my parents, Baer and Windhern Guerra. Costa Guerra"." 
            
"I figured their last names," Guardian said with a smirk. 
            
Hyl didn't catch it, having turned back to his parents. "Mom, Dad, 
              this is Adam 'Guardian' Burns, and," with a nod to his exec, "Eloy 
              'Mynock' Cintron." 
            
Mynock had arrived at Guardian's side, and took his turn shaking 
              Baer and Windhern's hands. "Pleasure's mine." 
            
"Thank you for the escort," Windhern beamed. "You made us scientists 
              feel very special." 
            
Eloy beamed at Hyl's mother. "Ah, ma'am, your son is considered 
              family, so you're family, too. It wasn't any trouble." He turned 
              to Guardian. "Listen, I need to see you later about a patrol cover." 
              Adam nodded, and Mynock tossed a salute to Hyl and his parents. 
              "Well, I'm going to go get cleaned up, and then brief Electro and 
              the Admiral on Corsair's status, so I'll see you two later. Mr. 
              and Mrs. Costa Guerra, it was a pleasure." With that, Mynock headed 
              off in the direction of the pilot's lockers. 
            
"Well," Hyl said, looking at his folks, "I didn't really have anything 
              planned. Would you two like to see the Lounge? We can get a drink, 
              I can introduce you to some of my pilot friends and catch up on 
              what's been--" 
            
Hyl was cut off by Guardian's comm link signal. The Buccaneer pilot 
              quickly unclipped the comm from his belt and raised it to his mouth. 
              "Burns here." 
            
"Guardian, we need you in medical bay as soon as possible. We've 
              got another rookie crit coming in from the flagship Independence, 
              and needing emergency surgical procedures." 
            
"Copy, I'll be there in three. Burns out." Guardian returned his 
              comm link and looked up at Hyl. "Well, I've got to take off." 
            
"Do you need more help?" Baer Costa Guerra stepped forward. "I 
              am an expert in human physiology, and know enough about most other 
              alien forms--" 
            
Guardian jumped on the offer. "If you could, we'd be much obliged. 
              Medical's been short-handed lately." 
            
Baer nodded toward the door. "Lead the way." Guardian turned and 
              jogged off, the scientist falling into a quick pace behind him. 
            
Hyl turned to his mother. "Well..." 
            
"Come, Rafael. Let's get that drink." 
            
 
            


              The pair found their way to the Lounge and huddled in a booth there 
              over two tall glasses of K'ipyrin'ha. Small talk had ensued, filling 
              family in on the past few months. Hyl told his mother what he could 
              of his first mission, and blushed when she beamed with motherly 
              pride. "You've made your father and I proud of you, son," Windhern 
              repeated, for the fourth time since they'd come in. 
            
"Yes, Mother, but..." 
            
"But what? What's troubling you?" 
            
Hyl sighed. "It's... I don't want to go into physiology, I'm a 
              combat pilot now, and an intimate knowledge of the human anatomy 
              doesn't do me all that much good." 
            
Windhern nodded slowly. "I could feel this coming. You think by 
              changing what you study that you will offend your father and I." 
              Hyl nodded once, then took a sip of his beverage. "Son, your father 
              and I have discussed this. We were expecting it." Hyl's eyes shot 
              up. "You've already superseded all of our expectations for you. 
              You're doing something you do well, and fighting for a worthy cause. 
              We don't think we could've raised you any better. The fact that 
              your friend Stryker spoke so well of you shows me that you've impressed 
              him greatly." 
            
"When did you...?" 
            
"When we were arriving here, he was jumping with other Rogues and 
              knew we were your parents. We exchanged a few words about you. It's 
              nothing to worry about. Just get that diploma in two months and 
              feel free to do what you know," Windhern looked at the table for 
              a moment, thinking, then continued. "Your father and I brought you 
              a gift you might find useful. We asked the shuttle crew to put it 
              in your quarters for you, and they said they would." 
            
Hyl's eyes lit up. "What is it?" 
            
Windhern smiled. "Calm down, Rafael. There will be time for that 
              later. For now, let's simply be a family, until duty calls us apart 
              again." 
            
 
            


              Guardian and Mynock were chatting about patrol schedules when they 
              entered the lounge, but the conversation died quickly when they 
              heard the raucous laughter coming from the bar. The pair of officers' 
              attention was immediately drawn to the crowd drawn around Hyl. The 
              young pilot was leaning forward over a pile of data pads, his face 
              a deep shade of red. Behind him was a black-and-gray R2 unit, one 
              that neither Adam nor Eloy had ever seen before. The pair exchanged 
              a glance, then headed over to Hyl's side. 
            
"What's up, Hyl?" Eloy asked, pushing through the cluster of personnel 
              around his pilot. 
            
Hyl didn't look up; instead, he nodded his head toward the droid. 
              Eloy looked around the cluster of people and picked out a familiar 
              face. "Parody, what's going on?" 
            
Michael "Parody" Miller, Corsair-7, stifled a laugh and stepped 
              forward. "Um, it's Hyl's droid, sir." At a look from Mynock, Parody 
              continued. "It's, heh, one of the new line of R2 units. Top-of-the-line, 
              factory fresh. I've never seen one before. It's got twice the memory 
              capacity of the old R2s and a ton of other nifty gadgets. Problem 
              is, someone seems to have... altered it's... personality matrix." 
            
Mynock looked down at the automation. The little droid's sensor 
              eye was dull--someone had shut it off. "What did they do to it?" 
            
Parody chuckled again. "Um... well, when Roo walked in, it started 
              to... trumpet Hyl's qualities to her." 
            
"It what?" 
            
"It started hitting on Roo for Hyl. Same thing when Slicer stopped 
              by. It was hilarious." 
            
Guardian put a hand on Hyl's shoulder. "S'okay, buddy," he said 
              calmly, "Parody'll make some modifications and fix it for you. Then 
              you can take it for a ride on your A-Wing!" All starting laughing 
              together, except Hyl. 
            
Hyl shook his head. "No, he can't. I promised my parents I wouldn't 
              make any changes to it. I am not sure why, but they made me swear 
              it." 
            
"Well, then," Guardian stalled, looking for something to say. 
            
At that moment, a waiter walked over to the table. She carried 
              a large serving tray with a water pitcher and one glass. Just after 
              her, Roo entered the lounge with her receptors displaying a reddish 
              color. She set the tray down close to Hyl. "I never knew you felt 
              that way about me, Hyl." she whispered in his ear. "I think you're 
              pretty special too." Hyl's face turned red as she walked back over 
              the Lounge's long counter. 
            
Mynock, noting the water pitcher and his pilot's red face, remarked, 
              "Mrs. Costa Guerra, surely you know we compensate Rafael better 
              than treating you to a pitcher of water." Hyl's mother smiled at 
              Mynock and replied, "I know that Lieutenant. This is for a special 
              occasion." Guardian picked up the hint and herded the assembled 
              pilots out of the Lounge as Hyl's father entered. 
            
"Good", he said approaching the table," the water is here." He 
              sat down and the three enjoyed catching up on what's been happening 
              in their lives. After a few moments, Baer Costa Guerra leaned close 
              to his son. "Rafael, we want you to share a glass of water with 
              us. " he said warmly. "But father, I can certainly afford to treat 
              you two to something a little more extravagant than water." Hyl 
              searched his father's eyes for approval. Instead he found wisdom. 
            
"Son, your body is made of seventy percent water. You are essentially 
              water. From this day to the rest of your life you will need to be 
              closer to yourself. Know yourself. You will see yourself in some 
              situations that you and only you can help yourself." 
            
"You will need better eyes to see beyond the obvious obstacles. 
              Better ears to hear more than what is being said , better balance 
              of mind and body, a better you. Every time you drink, you are losing 
              some neurocells that for most of us don't make a difference. But 
              it will to you. Those neurocells will make the difference between 
              win and lose. Between live or die. And we could not bear to lose 
              you." Hyl's father took a sip from the glass and passed it to his 
              wife. She took a sip from the glass and passed it to her son. Hyl 
              looked at the glass of water and took a drink. Then, Baer Costa 
              Guerra sat back and smiled at his son. "You will see," he stated, 
              "you will see how this water will help balance things for you." 
            
"First the droid, then the "water," Hyl knew that something bigger 
              was going on... but was not sure why he didn't say anything 
            
Later that night, Hyl lay in his quarters thinking about what his 
              father had said about the water. Finally, he dozed off for a while 
              and was awakened by Zeesix's loud bleeping. "Not now, Zeesix. I 
              need some rest." Hyl rolled over and tried to fall asleep again 
              but Zeesix refused to let him sleep. The brand new R2 astromech's 
              tooting and bleeping took on an urgent tone and Hyl climbed out 
              of his bunk to calm him. "What is it?" 
            
The droid ejected a small box from one of his dome's sides. Hyl 
              took the unit and looked it over carefully. One end held an interface 
              jack that seemed custom made to plug into a receptor within his 
              A-wing's cockpit. "What is this?" 
            
Hyl didn't get a reply. While looking at the jack, alarm klaxons 
              began blaring, and a frantic voice came over the comm. "Scramble 
              alert! All pilots to their ships!. This is not a drill! Repeat, 
              this is not a drill!" Hyl was dressed and out the door in forty-five 
              seconds. At a minute and twenty's end, he was in the hangar. Two 
              Y-wings from Buccaneer were lifting off, and Hyl saw Mynock jump 
              into his craft. 
            
"Launch!" yelled Corsair's exec. "I'll brief you in the air, Electro 
              has launched already!" 
            
Hyl clambered into the cockpit of his starfighter, strapped in, 
              and began to taxi out when Z6's box began chirping. He looked down 
              long enough to plug the apparatus into his console, then he launched 
              his fighter into space. 
            
And immediately saw the problem. Two Victory-class Star Destroyers, 
              tagged as the Placator and the Pursuit, had emerged 
              from hyperspace almost on the Liberty's tail. The voice of 
              Chris "Electro" Schock, Corsair Leader, came over the comm. "These 
              clowns knew right when to hit us. Rogue and half of Buccaneer are 
              off on that strike on the Chaldean base. We've got six Y-wings and 
              twelve A-wings to take these guys out." 
            
"And only half of Corsair is out," came Parody's voice. "This is 
              not going to be fun." 
            
Tac net chatter picked up as the understrengthed Rebel fighters 
              pulled into formation. 
            
"Bucc Two to Corsair Two," Guardian called. "We're going to try 
              to knock out the Placator first. Keep those fighters off 
              of us." 
            
"Roger, Bucc Two. We'll be--" 
            
"Wait!" Hyl interrupted. "Guardian, go for the Pursuit." 
            
"Negative, Hyl, the Placator's closer and already launching 
              Ties! Do your job, and let us?" 
            
"I know! Listen! The Pursuit is fresh out of drydock, having 
              its warhead launcher upgraded to the new Arakyd IPC-14 model. Problem 
              is, it's still running on the old model 12's reloader. Concentrate 
              your missile fire on their warhead launcher and we may be able to 
              set off a chain reaction back up into the storage magazine, which 
              is right near..." 
            
"The secondary power cores! Nice, Hyl! You heard the man, Buccs. 
              Let's get us a Star Destroyer..." 
            
 
            


              Guardian leaned over to Hyl and clapped him on the back. "Nice maneuver 
              with that warhead launcher. The Pursuit didn't even get a 
              fighter off. Too bad the Placator ran so quickly, we might 
              have been able to bag her too." 
            
Hyl shrugged. "To be honest, I had a little help. Z6 has some kind 
              of remote relay--he's the one who pulled up the file on the Pursuit." 
            
"Yeah, but you're the one with the guts to suggest that plan, even 
              if it was the droid who brought it up. Looks like Intel's got itself 
              a pretty good addition, I'd say." 
            
"I hope so. Now, if I can only find a way to keep my droid in line." 
            
"Speaking of which, where is the little grease glob?" 
            
Hyl turned. "He was right here..." The pilot looked frantically 
              around the Lounge, his eyes finally coming to rest on his astromech, 
              with a protocol unit at its side, speaking to a table of women in 
              Ordinance and Supply garb and one Aradia "Slicer" Emerson, Buccaneer 
              Eight. Slicer caught Hyl's glance, smiled, and winked at him. 
            

Hyl turned back to the bar, groaning; all Guardian could do was 
              laugh. 

             

        

      

    



 


      
        
          	 
            Porky's Tale

             Jeff looked out onto the horizon of Tella IV wondering where his 
              life was going. He had just six months earlier renounced his loyalty 
              to the Empire and joined the rebellion after learning Imperial forces 
              were responsible for the death of his parents. Porky, the call sign 
              he had assigned himself because of his previous TIE Bomber experience, 
              had joined Bandit Squadron following his defection. 
            
 The group had seemed perfect after he left the Empire. It was 
              filled with people who all had colored pasts, but after a while 
              he felt more out of place than ever. The only reason he had joined 
              the Imperial Navy was to get back at who he'd thought had murdered 
              his parents. However, Porky under his avengers surface, didn't have 
              the smuggler personality. So after weeks of deliberating he had 
              decided to put in for a transfer. He was accepted aboard the CRS 
              Liberty as an A-Wing maintenance technician. He'd always 
              liked flying and tinkering with the fleet ships. He was anxious 
              and eager for the chance to work with the famed Rogue Squadron. 
              He couldn't wait to get there. After a few blissful moments of daydreaming, 
              he was interrupted from his reverie by a deep bass voice. 
            
"All right that's about it," Flyin' Ace, leader of Bandit Squadron, 
              said. "You're all set, good luck, and try not to get yourself into 
              too much trouble." 
            
"Yes sir," Porky responded. "I hope you all do well out there." 
            
Porky walked aboard the Lambda class shuttle that he had been assigned 
              for the trip. He was glad that they hadn't sent a pilot to cart 
              him over, he would enjoy this trip to the Liberty, as it 
              might be his last chance to fly for a while. Still, he eagerly awaited 
              a chance to implement some of his special "modifications" to the 
              Liberty's A-Wings. 
            
"Control this is Shuttle Dallen requesting permission for 
              departure." 
            
"Control to Shuttle Dallen you are clear for departure from 
              hanger 2A." 
            
Porky worked the controls easily as he pulled out of the hanger 
              and calculated the coordinates for the jump to hyperspace. A few 
              moments later the ship lurched into hyperspace and sent him on his 
              way. 
            
Hyperspace jumps were often boring. Porky had just dozed off when 
              his ship was ripped back into real space by the sound of his approaching 
              vessel alarm. Porky was very much awake now and searched for the 
              cause of the abrupt motion and ringing alarms. 
            
There was an Imperial Interdictor Cruiser ahead on his scopes. 
              It's gravity well projectors were what had pulled him out of hyperspace. 
            
His communications system squawked. "Unidentified Shuttle, identify 
              yourself. Repeat, identify yourself immediately." 
            
Porky's mind was racing, he knew there was no way he could escape. 
              His only chance was to make a desperate gamble, but he had very 
              few options. 
            
"This is Shuttle Della. I have just escaped from rebel captors 
              on the fringe, and request permission to land," Porky crossed his 
              fingers, hoping he knew what he was doing. 
            
There was a pause as if the communications officer aboard the Interdictor 
              was confused at what to do. Then he heard the response, "Stay on 
              present course and stand by." 
            
Porky slowed the shuttle and tried to think of some other way out 
              of his predicament. Suddenly the comm came alive once again. 
            
"Shuttle Della, this Captain Katron. Identify yourself." 
            
Porky responded, sensing the distrust in the Captain's voice. "Sir, 
              my name is Jeff Leddy, rank Lieutenant, Service Number is 6121067. 
              I was captured on the assault on Cevis IV." Porky crossed his fingers 
              and waited for the response. 
            
A few moments later the Captain replied, "Very well Lieutenant 
              Leddy you are clear to land in Hanger 2." 
            
Porky could still sense the distrust in his voice, but he had little 
              choice but to land. He maneuvered the shuttle onto the landing trajectory 
              and was met by two TIE Fighter escorts. 
            
As he set the Shuttle down he noticed several Storm Troopers awaiting 
              his arrival. He shut down all of the ships systems and emerged from 
              the shuttle. The Storm Troopers immediately greeted him and he and 
              the shuttle were subjected to a thorough search. As it was concluding 
              Porky saw a man dressed in the uniform of an Imperial Captain emerge 
              from the Turbolift and begin walking toward him. He was middle-aged 
              and balding slightly. He was in good physical condition, thin and 
              wiry, with sharp facial features, and a long bulbous nose. 
            
"Well Lieutenant Leddy, I apologize for the precautions, but we 
              had to make sure you weren't smuggling any unwanted equipment onboard." 
              The Imperial Captain stopped and waited for Porky's reply. 
            
"Of course not, sir, you did everything to protect the welfare 
              of your ship." Porky hoped that the response would temper the distrust 
              the Imperial officer no doubt felt toward him. 
            
"Well, Lt., Commander Draxon will love to hear your story, and 
              all about your rebel captivity." The Capt. signaled to the Storm 
              Troopers and said, "Take him to the Commanders 'office' and tell 
              him to do with the Lt. whatever he feels necessary." 
            
With that, he turned quickly and left, followed by many Storm Trooper 
              guards. 
            
Porky's stomach plunged as the realization came to him that his 
              hope of escaping all hinged on this Commander Draxon's opinion of 
              him. 
            
Porky was escorted to the Head of Security's office to meet with 
              Commander Draxon. Two of the troopers entered first, and after a 
              few minutes they directed him into the office. 
            
The office was nothing spectacular. Bare walls and undecorated...very 
              Imperial. The centerpiece of the room was Draxon himself. He calmly 
              looked up from us datapad, and said, "Ah, Lt. Leddy, please take 
              a seat." 
            
"Yes, sir." Porky responded, trying not to sound nervous. 
            
"Well I see in the basic explanation you gave upon your approach 
              that you had just escaped Rebel captivity." 
            
"Yes, sir that is correct." 
            
"The report from Crevis IV mentions that you were one of the MIA, 
              and supposedly dead. Tell me about your captivity. Were you on a 
              ship or planet? Where was it? How did you escape?" The commander 
              looked back awaiting his response. 
            
 "Well sir, after the I crash landed I was recovered by the rebels 
              and brought to their small outpost where they interrogated me. All 
              they got out of me was my name, rank, and serial number. Since rebels 
              don't pursue more effective ways of interrogation I was brought 
              to a Frigate and put in the Brig when they abandoned the outpost. 
              I stayed there until there was a prison transfer when the Frigate 
              came under attack. At this point, I seized the opportunity to get 
              away. I stole a shuttle, and was on my way to Coruscant when you 
              pulled me out of hyperspace." That was the best Porky could come 
              up with on the spot, and hoped it was good enough to fool the Commander, 
              but the Commander didn't get to where he was by being stupid. 
            
"That is an interesting story, too bad you are lying." The Commander 
              remarked coolly. 
            
Porky looked surprised and said, "Sir, I swear I'm tellin'..." 
            
He never got a chance to finish. Two Storm Troopers came in and 
              grabbed him by the arms, and put restraints on him. Porky resisted 
              little, knowing it would only get him killed. 
            
"You see, if that shuttle came from a Frigate there would be data 
              on the sensor logs, or memory stating that it had been detected 
              when it left. The memory of the shuttle has been purged except for 
              your hyperspace course. Nothing about where it had been until you 
              went to hyperspace. There is no information in the system about 
              where you came from." He raised a sharply etched eyebrow in Porky's 
              direction. 
            
Porky was truly confused. He hadn't erased the memory, although 
              he knew he should have. A look of befuddlement crossed his face 
              as he thought about this dicey situation. The answer came quickly: 
              Bandit Squadron. Their base was supposed to be secret, so they probably 
              had erased the sensor logs. 
            
Draxon stepped directly in front of Porky with thin arms crossed 
              behind him. 
            
"Your ship was not on its way to Coruscant, but an area of space 
              known to contain Rebel activity." 
            
Porky cursed for giving himself away on that Coruscant reply. Damn 
              he should have known they would find where he was going. Which meant, 
              they might know where the Liberty was. This was beginning 
              to get worse and worse. 
            
Porky was led to the brig by four Storm Troopers. He was processed 
              like any other prisoner and given the standard issue dress. Then 
              he was shoved into a cell. It had an extendible plank, that some 
              may call a bed, and four walls, ceiling and floor. They were all 
              the same gray color. 
            
"Great," Porky thought, "just great. Now what am I going to do." 
              He was looking forward to his future, but now it looked as it was 
              fading, and fast. He had to do something about it. 
            
The guards fed him once a day. For a week the same old boring gray 
              walls, and still nothing. Jeff wasn't much of an escape artist. 
              And this was an Imperial brig. He was beginning to feel as hopeless 
              as the situation seemed. 
            
The door opened suddenly, and Porky jumped. Lt. Commander Draxon 
              looked down at him. "We have discovered something of interest that 
              I would like to discuss with you." 
            
Porky sat nervously wondering what they had discovered. 
            
"Do you know the whereabouts of a small group of Imperial traitors 
              called Rogue Squadron?" 
            
Porky's mind raced and he lied, "Yes, sir they were the group I 
              believe that held me captive." 
            
The Commander leaned back and smiled, "Well, Mr. Leddy, I do not 
              appreciate being lied to. You see I know you defected to the Rebellion, 
              which brings a monumental amount of charges upon you. Punishable 
              by death, I might add," he remarked pleased. "But you may be able 
              to save your skin. Cooperate and answer the questions and we might 
              not kill you." 
            
Porky's heart sank to the bottom of his rib cage. He had two choices: 
              die loyally for the Rebellion or betray them and answer these dumb 
              questions. 
            
Porky made the obvious decision, "I'll never tell you anything 
              you arrogant, Imperial swine." Every muscle clenched in his body 
              as he tried not to think about what might happen. 
            
The Commander smiled again and replied, "A typical Rebel response. 
              You think it courage and bravery. I just brand it stupidity!" 
            
The high pitched drone of a black interrogation droid signaled 
              it's approach into the room, and went to work. 
            
 
            


              Porky awoke a few hours later feeling battered. He couldn't remember 
              what had transpired when Draxon had come. He just remembered parts 
              and pieces. All he did remember was that he thought the Empire knew 
              everything. 
            
The door opened as the prison guard brought in the crud that they 
              called food. He set it down as the two Storm Troopers waited outside. 
              At that instant the ship shook violently and the guards and Porky 
              were knocked to the prison floor. Porky grabbed the opportunity 
              snatching a guard's weapon and fired several shots. 
            
The first two hit the first guard in the chest. The second two 
              hit the second guard right in the head, and the rest missed their 
              target. Porky rolled away from the third guard, who had begun to 
              pull his blaster. The guard fired a few shots that harmlessly bounced 
              off the wall, and Porky did the same. The ship rocked again, and 
              he caught the Storm Trooper off guard and cut him down. The ship 
              was hit again and again. 
            
Porky stunned the two operators who were overseeing the Brig. He 
              had time to change the setting on his blaster, and he figured by 
              the time they would came to, he would be off this ship. He grabbed 
              one of the operators' uniforms, and put it on. He then put the operator 
              in a cell and left the brig. 
            
Porky looked at into the hallway and found it virtually empty. 
              Everyone must be at battle stations. The ship felt like it was ripped 
              out from under him and Porky was slammed into the floor. He pulled 
              himself to his feet feeling a lingering pain, but couldn't think 
              about that now. He had to run as fast as he could to the hangers. 
            
Porky ran across the room to one of the shuttles, recognizing it 
              as his. A technician realized this new person wasn't supposed to 
              be there. 
            
"Sir, get away from there that Shuttle! It is under investigation. 
              Sir, what are you doing..." 
            
Porky turned and fired several shots at the technician who tried 
              in vain to dodge the weapon. He was hit and dropped to the floor 
              unconscious. Porky jumped into the other Shuttle and got in. He 
              knew that his shuttle would not be prepped and ready so he would 
              have a lot have explaining to do when he tried to land an Imperial 
              shuttle on a Rebel cruiser supposing he got there. 
            
He gripped the controls and lifted the shuttle out of the hanger 
              and into space... 
            
 
            


              The Mon Cal 80 CRS Liberty was cruising through space. All 
              was relatively quiet in the big black galaxy. Corporal Lumi Rus'ti 
              and Lt. Adam "Guardian" Burns were just coming out of hyperspace 
              on one of her first training flights as an S&R pilot. Burns 
              spotted the Imperial Shuttle on the radar. "Oh terrific. I have 
              the pleasure of teaching Roo how to fly this thing when..." 
            
"Guardian! There's an Imp Shuttle on my scope! Oh my god! What 
              do I do?" 
            
 "Be calm, to start", Guardian advised. "Roo, ask the Shuttle's 
              pilot to identify himself." 
            
Rooster pulled the mic closer and took a deep breath. "Unknown 
              Shuttle, please identify yourself. This is the Mon Cal Liberty Shuttle 
              Compassion." The two Rebel pilots waited patiently for a 
              reply. 
            
"Shuttle Compassion, my name is Lt. Jeff 'Porky' Leddy. 
              I am your new A-wing technician. Over." 
            
"Who the heck is that?" Rooster asked. "Nobody told me there was 
              a new person coming aboard. For all they tell us, he could really 
              be an Imperial spy and we could all end up dead or worse, imprisoned 
              on an Imperial frigate!" Guardian gave Rooster a look of disbelief. 
              "Roo," he replied, "it might be a good idea if you request ID confirmation 
              from the Liberty, before you jump to wild conclusions." 
            

A few minutes later, the Liberty had confirmed Porky's identity 
              and the Shuttle Compassion escorted him home. Later that 
              evening, Rooster was buying her new friend on the Support Team a 
              drink in the Lounge while listening to his daring adventure. "Wow! 
              That was some escape Porky! I sure am glad we got things squared 
              away!" She smiled grandly at him as he thankfully gulped what she 
              called a Full Throttle. Porky raised his frosted mug in the air 
              and stated, "To the Liberty. Long may she fly." 

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            A Long Day

            "Bucc 7 to Strike Control, we are in system, and have visual." 
            
"Roger that, Bucc 7. Proceed to target," replied the CRS Liberty 
              Control Center tech. 
            
Pushing down upon the stick, Robert "Paladin" Hasegawa coaxed his 
              Y-Wing into a steep dive. The three similar ships behind him followed 
              his descent down towards the lush jungle planet of Hyr'achant. 
            
Flying in formation behind him, Jonathan "Valkyrie" Hu fine-tuned 
              his rear scanners, keeping his senses open for any unfriendlies. 
              Corsair Squadron had already sent in two A-wings for additional 
              recon, but that was no excuse for inattention. The Y-wing simply 
              wasn't fast enough for a planetary mission to suit his tastes. His 
              front sensors picked up the two A-wings buzzing in from the target 
              area. 
            
"All clear, Buccs. There's a few guns spitting from the ground, 
              but Rogue has already taken care of any air resistance." The Rogue 
              pilots were probably already back home on the Liberty, lining 
              up for chow. Kallysto waved the wings of his Awing in a classic 
              greeting maneuver, as his wingperson, Rooster, Corsair's eighth 
              pilot, chuckled an additive. 
            
"And there wasn't much of a fight, from what I gather." 
            
Valkyrie, Bucc 9, was not entirely convinced of that statement. 
              Adam "Guardian" Burns, Buccaneer Leader, had assured his pilots 
              that this was a simple mosquito run on a backwater system. This 
              sort of mission was designed simply as an annoyance to the Imperial 
              industrial machine, disabling a small repulsor coil facility. The 
              fact that there were no ships in the air coming after them was unusual, 
              and made him uneasy. He voiced his concern to Dave "Hyp" Barnett, 
              the Bucc 5 pilot, and was met with a hearty agreement. 
            
"Yeah, I don't like it much either. Way too quiet." 
            
"Hit and fade, very basic, guys." John "Fireball" Dagen, Bucc 12, 
              chimed in with some words of reassurance, as his targeting computer 
              counted down the distance. "You're all just jealous that Rogue had 
              all the fun." 
            
Paladin grinned as he gave Liberty Control their status. 
              "Six clicks and counting. Computer has verified target." He switched 
              back to his squadron frequency. "Here we go guys--switch over to 
              torpedoes." He adjusted his targeting scopes as his squadmates confirmed 
              his request. 
            
Fireball strained his eyes to see the industrial complex sprawled 
              out in the distance. Their objective was to bomb the main reactor 
              core, effectively shutting down operations. This sort of facility 
              wasn't large enough to justify the expense of a planetary shield, 
              leaving it virtually unguarded for the Alliance mission. Intelligence 
              had revealed that the only planetary defender, a Interdictor cruiser, 
              abandoned it's post to briefly join the rest of the Imperial fleet. 
              High Command wanted to capitalize on a rare opportunity. 
            
Valkyrie took a minute to check the landscape below them. The thick 
              forests surrounding the complex appeared teeming with lifeforms. 
              He caught sight of a large toothy biped, looking up thru the trees 
              at him. He was glad to be well above the ground. 
            
"I have tone. Fire at will, fellas," Paladin said, as the torpedoes 
              shot from the tubes. He heard the near-simultaneous whoosh of the 
              other's missiles, and watched the trailing fire as the ordnance 
              propelled towards its target. 
            
Hyp turned off his targeting computer, settling back in his harness 
              as he waited for the bombs to ignite the building. It was always 
              a joy for him to see the results of a well-planned mission. "Detonation 
              in five, four, three, two...." 
            
He was suddenly thrown back in his seat by a particularly violent 
              concussion, and he noted a strange blue wave emitting from the blast 
              zone. It was the last thing he saw before his ship hit the ground. 
            
 
            


              Guardian leaned in towards the homing scope, eyes straining to pick 
              up the four dots which had disappeared from the screen. He quickly 
              turned towards the tech, then to Aradia "Slicer" Emerson, Buccaneer 
              XO. 
            
"What the....where did they go?" 
            
The tech flicked a switch, and turned a dial, re-tuning the scanner 
              frequencies. "I'm picking up a ionic disturbance... coming directly 
              from the blast area. " 
            
"What the heck does that mean? Where did my pilots go!? Pick 'em 
              up again!" Guardian turned towards the comm officer, who was straining 
              to listen in his headset as the CO bellowed. "Hail, them, sergeant." 
            
"Already hailing, sir. I get no response. I'll try the other bands." 
              Guardian looked again towards the scanner board, still seeing no 
              sign of the Y-wings. Slicer leaned over the techs shoulder, gazing 
              at the empty screen. 
            
"Ionic disturbance? Did it knock out their communications? Or can 
              our scanners not penetrate it?" 
            
"Hard to tell, sir..uh, I mean, ma'am." The tech was frantically 
              tuning his systems, in a vain attempt to penetrate the ionic cloud. 
            
"Easy," came a new voice. Guardian and Slicer turned, looking at 
              the new arrival. Rafael "Hyl" Costa Guerra doubled as a pilot in 
              Corsair and as one of the Liberty's Intelligence officers. 
              "Proton attack on a repulsor coil of the make they're manufacturing 
              could cause an ionic burst cloud of, say, four times the magnitude 
              of anything we've got on the Liberty. It probably ionized 
              every system on the Y-wings, and kicked out a few on the As as well. 
              It should disperse in a few minutes, they usually do." 
            
"Where were you five minutes ago? There are two Corsairs out there, 
              try to pick them up." 
            
"No other ships are reported in system at this time," replied the 
              comm tech. 
            
Guardian stood up to his imposing full height, looking around the 
              bridge for Corsair Leader. He found him at an adjoining comm station, 
              issuing orders over the headset. "Electro--where are your Corsairs?" 
            
Electro pulled off his headset, tossing it back onto the comm counter. 
            
"Not sure. We lost scanner and radio contact same time you did. 
              I just got off the horn with High Command, and they want to wait 
              and see if the disturbance clears up, before we send additional 
              recon." 
            
 
            


            
Paladin cursed mightily, throwing back the straps on his harness. 
              As soon as the bombs had hit the reactor, a massive blue wave had 
              strewn outward, cutting all power to his systems. Even the astromech. 
              He had managed to glide the dead ship evenly down through the thin 
              trees, and he was sure he'd feel the effects of that bumpy ride 
              for several days to come. Heaving up the cockpit canopy, he sat 
              up, and looked around at his new home. 
            
"Bucc 7 to Strike Control...." He received no response. 
            
"Bucc 7 to Bucc Squadron..." 
            
He reached into the pocket of his flightsuit, pulling out his personal 
              comlink, but with the same lack of results. He hoped that the failure 
              was due to a mechanical nature, and not due to pilot loss. He didn't 
              even want to think that. 
            
He yanked off his flight helmet, and ran a hand thru his sweat-soaked 
              hair. He wasn't about to just sit here and wait for search and rescue, 
              or to be eaten by the local wildlife. The Imperials would be coming 
              soon enough with search parties. Paladin reached behind him, removing 
              a long sheathed object, and a small carry bag from the backseat 
              of the fighter. Stepping up onto the narrow nose of the Y-wing, 
              he turned back, and was horrified at what he saw. 
            
The forest behind him was decimated. His crash landing had left 
              a distinct lengthy swath thru the trees behind him. Camouflaging 
              the ship from ground forces would be pointless, for even a blind 
              stormtrooper with a concussion could have picked up his trail. He 
              hopped off the ship, landing on the forest floor agily. His first 
              concern was finding his squadmates. Paladin quickly changed out 
              of his jumpsuit and into his Lomabian fighter uniform, an outfit 
              much more suited for the combat he was likely to face. It sported 
              many more deadly surprises than the jumpsuit he was putting back 
              into his bag. It never hurt to come prepared, he thought to himself, 
              and as he was about to find out, that was a good thing. 
            
 
            


              Valkyrie slammed the underside panel of his ship closed, dismayed. 
              Whatever that shockwave was, all his circuitry was unresponsive, 
              and this ship wasn't going to be flying again anytime soon. Even 
              his R2 unit sat silent in its socket. All communication was down, 
              but at least he could see Hyp in the distance, climbing around his 
              ship in investigation. He checked the power level in his blaster, 
              then picked his way thru the underbrush towards Buccaneer 5. 
            
"What the hell was that all about?" Hyp sat down on a nearby rock, 
              checking the pockets of his flightsuit for his comlink. 
            
"I've never seen anything like that myself. Whatever we hit, I 
              don't think it was the power reactor. Any sign of Fireball or Paladin?" 
              Valk hadn't seen the other two ships go down. He was too busy fighting 
              for control of his own ship. 
            
"Fireball isn't far east of us. I saw him skim a few trees, but 
              then I lost sight of him. There is a field over there somewhere." 
              Hyp sighed, and stood up. "We'd better try to reach him before the 
              Imps send out a search party for us." 
            
"If there are any Imps left, you mean. Maybe the shockwave covered 
              our forced landings." 
            
"You can bet that if they get a shuttle up, they'll have no trouble 
              finding us." He grinned, pointing back. "We left a helluva calling 
              card." 
            
Valk eyed the decimated forest grimly. "Let's hope that they're 
              too busy cleaning up the mess we made back there." 
            
 
            


              Paladin eyed the giant tree warily, glancing up at its great height. 
              It was perhaps the largest tree he had ever seen, and it would serve 
              his purpose nicely. He scampered up the steep earthy mound nearby, 
              and reached up towards the lowest branch. Just out of reach. He 
              jumped up, skimming the limb with his fingers, and tried again. 
              Grasping the branch with both hands, he pulled himself upwards, 
              hugging the tree base. Within a matter of minutes, he stood precariously 
              high above the forest. 
            
From his perch, he could see similar mown paths like the one he 
              had made with his Y-wing. Great, he thought grimly. We'll be picked 
              up for sure if we don't get these ships moving. He pulled a set 
              of miniature macroscanners from his shoulder pocket, leveling them 
              onto the track marks until he could make out the form of a Y wing. 
              It looked relatively intact. 
            
Suddenly, a sharp snap of branches caught his attention. He quickly 
              grabbed at the base of the tree, bracing himself for a fall. But 
              his branch was sturdy, far too thick to even bend under his weight. 
              He looked down, towards the cause of the disturbance. 
            


            
No sooner had Fireball hit the ground when he heard something rustle 
              in the bushes in front of him. He quickly ducked back behind his 
              fighter, blaster drawn, thinking that any minute now, he would see 
              men in white suits running at him, and not because he needed a tooth 
              pulled. Not that they wouldn't do that anyway, he reflected, gripping 
              his blaster even tighter as he heard the sounds coming closer. 
            
He almost fired when the figures stepped out of the brush, but 
              stopped himself when he noticed that they were wearing orange flight 
              suits, not white armor. 
            
"Valkyrie, Hyp," he called, "over here." He waved at them and they 
              came over in a light jog. "Where's Paladin?" he asked when they 
              reached the fighter. 
            
"I'm not sure," said Hyp, "the last I saw of him was as he skimmed 
              the trees in that direction, I think." 
            
"Well then, we had better get to finding him. He could be injured 
              for all we know." Valkyrie's voice displayed a hint of the worry 
              he felt for his good friend. 
            
"Okay then, let's go." said Hyp. "Valkyrie and I will go look for 
              Paladin. Fireball, I think you should hold the fort for now, and 
              see if you can get anything to work on that fighter. You were at 
              the rear of the formation, so the fact that you most likely caught 
              the least of the blast means that your radio should be the best 
              candidate for repair. That okay?" 
            
"Yeah, okay, I'll wait here..." called Fireball after them as they 
              were again swallowed by the forest. "Always get stuck repairing 
              the fighters..." he muttered as he began taking off the access panel 
              to the Y-wings comm system. 
            


            
Paladin quickly descended the branches to the earth below, dropping 
              quietly down to the forest floor. Not quiet enough. He was only 
              starting to flick the lock on the sword when the attack came, so 
              fast and powerful that he found himself take a short trip though 
              the air which quickly ended in him hitting the ground hard, and 
              sending his half drawn sword about a meter away. But that sword 
              could have been on the other side of the planet for all the time 
              he had. His attacker, a giant of a toothy hair-beast, towered a 
              meter over his height. 
            
As it was about to smash its club of a paw into him again, Paladin 
              quickly rolled towards the general direction of the fallen sword. 
              When he came up however, it was not a sword in his hand, but a knife 
              produced from his boot. He let it fly, just as the creature turned 
              towards him. The knife lodged itself into the shoulder of the beast, 
              producing a cry of surprise and anger. It tensed for a quick strike, 
              but it was too late, for Paladin, sword now in hand, had initiated 
              an attack which started with a high leap, ended in a kneeling positing, 
              and left the beast with a thin line going right through it. After 
              a look of surprise formed on its face, the severed body crashed 
              to the ground. 
            
While cleaning his blade, Paladin looked up. "You guys could have 
              helped you know." 
            
"Nah, you looked like you were having too much fun for us to disturb 
              you." said Valkyrie, emerging from the adjacent woods with a grin 
              on his face, "Anyway, I knew you could handle it." 
            
"A good laser blast would have been a lot faster," said Hyp, pointing 
              at the blaster in a quick release holster on Paladin's belt. Then, 
              taking a look at the cooling carcass on the ground, he felt his 
              stomach turn. "..and a lot less messy." 
            
"Well everyone has his own methods of killing. Don't you think 
              so, Valk?" 
            
"I guess..." said Valkyrie, suddenly remembering one of the reasons 
              why he had changed fighting styles to the much cleaner two-handed 
              method. 
            
"Okay, mission accomplished, Paladin found. We had better get back 
              to Fireball," said Hyp. With that, he turned and headed back into 
              the forest, followed by Valkyrie and Paladin. 
            


            
"Unit 5, split your forces, and direct your search within 3 clicks 
              east of the garrison. Unit Seven, within 3 clicks west. The ships 
              can't be far." 
            
The Imperial commander smartly saluted his troops. The white-armored 
              stormtroopers turned on a dime, marching in unison out of the dishevled 
              headquarters. What the troopers lacked in intelligence, they made 
              up for in readiness. He had already dispatched four other units 
              in search of the Rebel scum who dared attack his station. Commander 
              Havel marched back to the command deck of the garrison HQ. He turned 
              towards his communications officer. 
            
"What word on our network, Sergeant?" 
            
"Imperial Network still not responding." Havel turned quickly to 
              the Lieutenant who has just joined them. "Report, Lieutenant." 
            
"The ionic cloud dispersed from the Rebel attack originated from 
              a reaction in the main residual batteries. The atmosphere should 
              be stabalized shortly. Power is down in all levels, but should be 
              partially online within a matter of minutes. The main repulsor assembly 
              station is 92 percent destroyed." 
            
Havel cursed, biting back a nasty comment pertaining to Imperial 
              Naval Command. The orders to move the Interdictor 'Annubis' towards 
              the Core was apparently not well-concieved. Leaving them virtually 
              undefended for even a short period of time was playing hell with 
              any future promotion he was to ever receive. His hopes for transfer 
              went up with the repulsor factory. His only recourse was to catch 
              the sabuteurs. 
            


            
"Effieciency at 22% and rising." Hmm..that wasn't good. But at 
              least the little A-wing was operational. Rooster turned the snubfighter 
              towards the coordinates of the CRS Liberty. 
            
Rooster tried the comm again, and was met with a rustle of static. 
              A good sign. "Hey, Kallysto, how's things over there?" 
            
She was met with silence, so she turned around in the cramped confines 
              of the small fighter, to see her squadmate. He was a click or so 
              behind her, but seemed operational. Perhaps his radio was not online 
              yet. She waggled the wings of the fighter, and was met with a similar 
              response. All was well. 
            
"Corsair 8 to Strike Control." 
            
She was met with the releived voice of the comm sergeant. "Good 
              to hear you, Eight. What is your.." She heard the rustle of the 
              comm, and then the urgent voice of Electro. "Rooster, sit-rep! What 
              happened?" 
            
"Massive concussion wave struck when the torpedoes hit home. I'm 
              not sure what we hit, but it was certainly a pretty picture. Kallysto 
              is right with me..I don't think his comm is up yet. Any words from 
              Buccaneer Squadron?" 
            
Guardian's tired voice came over the comm. "Negative. We have no 
              sign of them." 
            
"I'll head back to the blast site to see if..." 
            
"Negative, Corsair 8." Corsair Leader checked the stat report on 
              the console in front of him. "You've got zero shields, and no scanners. 
              Kallysto only has basic flight control and throttle. Bring him in." 
            
Rooster scowled, not liking the idea of leaving her friends behind, 
              but continued her escort towards the Liberty. 
            


            
Fireball grinned as the comm unit in the ships cockpit sputtered 
              to life. He worked the squelch and volume, trying furiously to tune 
              in Strike Control's frequency. The LED freq display blinked and 
              went out. He cursed, and adjusted the jury-rigged blaster powerpack 
              on the dash of his cockpit. All he had needed was an intial jolt 
              of power, to get things rolling again. Unfortunately, the pack would 
              never start a Y-wing without a deafening explosion, but a comm connection 
              was all he needed. The connection met again, and the lights came 
              back on. He switched the small dial over to multi-frequency, to 
              cover the range of Rebel bands. 
            
"Bucc 12 to Strike Control....Bucc 12 to Corsair 8.." 
            


            
Hyp, walking in lead, suddenly stopped short, causing Valkyrie 
              to crash into him. He raised a hand up, signalling for silence. 
              Paladin muttered an ancient Lombodian curse, as he saw the stormtrooper 
              unit descending the trench towards the direction of his ship. The 
              three pilots quickly ducked behind a covering boulder. 
            
"Man, I feel like a big orange womprat, sitting out here in this 
              flight suit," Valkyrie muttered. 
            
Hyp mirrored his sentiments. "If they've found your ship, Paladin, 
              you can bet there are others not too far behind them..." 
            


            
"We read you, Bucc 12. Give us a sit-rep." A relieved Guardian 
              sat back at the comm board, and gave a hopeful smile to his XO. 
            
"Sit-rep, Bucc 12." No response. 
            
"Well, at least we know he's operational. Slicer, get on the horn, 
              and have the Compassion warmed up. Have them keep a holding position 
              in system, " Slicer pulled out her personal comlink, dialing the 
              deck frequency. 
            
Electro chimed in from the adjoining comm station. "I've just committed 
              three Corsairs for the Compassion's escort. " 
            
"Copy, Electro. As soon as we get exact coordinates, relay them 
              immediately," he instructed the traffic control officer. 
            
"Yes, sir." 
            


            
"Bucc 12 to Corsair 8.." 
            
"Got ya, Fireball!" It was difficult for Roo to hide her relief 
              in hearing her friend's voice. "Good to hear from you." 
            
"Rooster! I'm getting no reply from the Liberty..." 
            
"I'll run relay, Fireball. They're hailing you with no response." 
            
"Copy. I probably don't have enough power to make the range. We 
              need some help down here, ASAP. All Buccs are down, repeat, All 
              Buccs are down, but are okay." Rooster switched the freq, relaying 
              his message. 
            
"What is your postion, Fireball...they need coordinates before 
              they'll send in the shuttle," 
            
Pause. "No can do, Roo. I can't access the nav computer. These 
              ships are deader than ..." 
            
Roo waited, anxious for one of John's witty analogies. She became 
              more nervous as the seconds ticked away. "Fireball, are you still 
              with me?" 
            
The breathless response: "Oh, man......" Then silence. 
            
Rooster looked towards Kallysto, who was maintaining his silent 
              flight back to the command ship. He'll be allright, she reasoned. 
              He's nearly home. She turned her A-wing back towards planetside. 
            


            
Fireball laughed with glee as the Y-wing came slowly back to life 
              under his controls. Whatever the ionic anamoly, it was clearing. 
              The laserpack powering his comm unit had begun smoking heavily from 
              overload when the Ywing came back under power, and he had only managed 
              an appropriate swear before being cut off from Rooster. After blistering 
              his fingers on the hot energy pack, he disassembled his rigged unit, 
              and went to work re-wiring the main connections. His initial diagnostics 
              showed a slight recharge in the power systems, and a quick mental 
              analysis informed him that he just might fly this wallowing pig 
              off-planet after all. He seached his pockets for his personal commlink, 
              hoping he'd be batting 2 for 2 today. 
            
"Bucc 12 to Swordmen..." 
            


            
Kallysto looked disgusted as the cockpit hatch raised on his A-wing. 
              "I know, I know, next time I'll listen when you tell me I need better 
              EMP shielding on this crate," he growled, looking up, expecting 
              to see the tech smirking. What he saw instead was a frown. " What?" 
            
"Where's your wingperson?" the tech asked. 
            
Kallysto looked behind the tail of his craft, noting the empty 
              landing space beyond. "She was right behind me!" He keyed the comlink 
              in his fighter. "Corsair 11 to...ah, Ringiss, it's still dead." 
              He looked back to the tech. "Got a comlink?" The crafter was already 
              holding out the small device. 
            
Jeff snatched it up. "Corsair 11 to Strike Control. Home safe, 
              but unless you have 'er in a holding pattern, I think Eight has 
              gone back. Eleven Out." 
            
He tossed the comlink back to the tech, and sat back down in the 
              pilot's chair. "How soon can you have me back up and running?" 
            
His A-wing answered for him. The lights on the instrument panel 
              winked out completely. "Grah.." 
            


            
Fireball's voice came out of Paladin's pocket louder than a banshee 
              on a rampage. He fumbled quickly for the comm, in a vain attempt 
              to quiet it. Too late. Their hiding place had been noticed. Three 
              stormtroopers were headed up the deep trench towards them. 
            
"Well, the comms work again," Hyp said dryly, checking the charge 
              on his blaster. He fired once, dropping a stormie cold in his tracks. 
              He grinned, aiming for the second one. 
            
Paladin finally found the errant comm. "Nice timing, Fireball. 
              We've got company over here..." The entire unit of troopers were 
              rushing up the woody hill towards them. Hyp and Valkyrie were making 
              easy work of picking them off, from their lucky vantage point on 
              the higher ground, but the sheer numbers of the adjoining unit would 
              quickly overpower them. 
            
"Where the hell are you? The ships are up, and help is on the way," 
              John hoped that first part was true. He quickly dialed back the 
              Liberty frequencies. "Bucc 12 to anyone, we are under fire. 
              I repeat, we are under fire from ground forces. My coordinates are...." 
            


            
Paladin dialed in the freq to his astromech. "R2-whatever, fire 
              up the ship. Repeat, fire up the..." Before he had finished repeating 
              his command, he saw the landing beacons on his ship light up. He 
              grinned. 
            
Valkyrie was suddenly hit by a bolt of inspiration. "Hey, uh, Paladin..how 
              does your R2 unit do on the gunnery ranges?" He was quickly pulling 
              his own comlink out, directing his unit to warm up all systems. 
              It was going to be a fun run out of this debacle. 
            


            
"Fireball, where are...oh, OK, I see your tracks.." Rooster strained 
              her eyes, buzzing past the crash site, looking for Imperial troopers. 
              "Your site looks all clear to me - wait, no there's about 15 troopers 
              coming up on your six. ETA about 2 minutes." 
            
"Copy, Rooster. My systems are nearly up to liftoff. Find the others..they're 
              pinned down somewhere in the forest behind me." 
            
"Roger." She flicked the power config on her lasers to full, and 
              dropped down directly above the trees, strafing the unit on their 
              way to Fireball, sending them running for cover. 
            
In a matter of seconds, she saw the ensuing firefight laid out 
              before her. Paladin had rushed into the fray, sword drawn, when 
              his blaster had finally drained its powerpack. Only a hint of his 
              suit was apparent under the blood of Imperials. 
            
Hyp had managed to procure a dead trooper's blaster rifle, and 
              was making good use of it, while Valkyrie kept several Imperials 
              from damaging Paladin's Y-wing. Hyp let out a distinctive rebel 
              yell as the A-wing buzzed overhead. 
            
"I've got them, Fireball. Three pilots knee-deep body parts." 
            
Fireball snickered. "Yep, that's them. I'm lifting off right now. 
              Low on firepower and shields, but I'm airborne. Keep them covered 
              while I do a short recon for additional troops." 
            
"Copy, Fireball. Corsair 8 to Strike Control, I have visual of 
              our boys. Twelve is active, Five, Seven, and Nine are grounded, 
              but ships are prepped and ready." As Rooster reported to the Liberty, 
              she swung the A-wing around back towards the battle. The remaining 
              ground forces were quickly scattered under the barrage of her laser 
              cannons, leaving them scrambling to find suitable cover. Paladin 
              scaled the side of his Y-wing, jumping into the cockpit. 
            
Electro's voice responded to Rooster's report. "Thanks for the 
              good news, Corsair 5. Backup is on the way, and we are bringing 
              the Compassion home. When the remaining Corsairs show up, break 
              from the scene, and report me to the bridge, immediately." 
            
Rooster winced, not at all liking the tone in Electro's voice. 
            
Fireball awoke her from the dreading thoughts. "Bad news, folks... 
              AT-ST's working their way in. I suggest we leave this party, ASAP." 
            
Valkyrie chimed his answer, out of breath from the run to his craft. 
              "Roger that, and gladly, Bucc 12. You strapped in, Hyp?" 
            
Hyp answered, winded from the long run. "I'll strap in when I'm 
              off the ground. Let's go." He was answered by laser blasts rocking 
              the back of his ship. He pushed the thruster forward, while gently 
              pulling the stick back, lifting the heavy bomber up from the forest 
              with the crack and snap of lumber. 
            
"The skies are clear," Rooster reported, as she maintained a protective 
              pattern around her friend's escape coordinates. 
            
Upon reaching the outer atmosphere, the weary pilots were greeted 
              by three more A-wings. They were also just in time to see the Imperial 
              Interdictor Annubis move into offense position near the Liberty. 
              Hyp sighed, heavily annoyed. His comm crackled to life with the 
              chatter of his shipmates scrambling their fighters in defense of 
              the Liberty. 
            

"This long day just got a whole lot longer..." 

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Rancor's Tale

             The pilot stumbled into the dark, murky Lounge. He was about 6 
              feet tall, with black hair and green eyes. Despite his fresh cheerful 
              face, he seemed to be covering another side of him only vaguely 
              visible through the haze in his eyes. He was still wearing his flight 
              suit, and a small R2 unit was beeping merrily beside him. 

             The Lounge was much larger than he was used to on ships, with 
              several sabacc tables and a tank full of exotic (most likely Calamari) 
              fish. The place was almost as deserted as he expected it to be with 
              the shift he'd been given, but glancing along the dark room he was 
              surprised when he noticed Chris "Electro" Schock sitting at the 
              bar. Rancor hopped over to his side and grinned at his new Commanding 
              Officer. 

             Electro smiled and said, "So how'd you find your first run? The 
              A-Wing O.K?" 

            "Yeah it was fine," Rancor said in a carefree voice. "Been 
              very well tuned by the last owner, and it has a nice roar to it. 
              Dazzler wants have a go at the circuitry to see what he can get 
              out of it." The small droid beeped in acknowledgment. Rancor smiled 
              and continued. "Can't wait to fry Imps with it." 

             Electro sighed at his eager pilot and said, "Well, I wouldn't 
              be too eager about combat. It sure isn't pretty." 

             With this, Rancor flipped out his old blaster, and said with a 
              smile, "I could take out those pieces-of-junk TIEs with this thing." 
            

            "Yeah, but it's all TIE Advanced now, not so easy. Where did 
              you get that blaster anyway? Looks old." 

             Memories resurfaced and tugged at Rancor from a different life 
              as mercenary and a bounty hunter after he'd left the Rebellion for 
              the first time, and most importantly, before he'd met Dazzler's 
              previous owner who had set his life back on track. Electro noticed 
              a faint flash of pain flush over the pilots face and was about to 
              change the subject when Rancor began. 

             He handed over the blaster to Electro. The blaster was old, but 
              looked as good as new. With its twin barrels, it was just the same 
              as any other blaster, only with a bit more majesty. A Blastech 800 
              from the Clone Wars. If you only use one barrel, it has the power 
              equivalent of a stun blast, and with both barrels activated, it 
              has the power of a standard kill blast shot without the loud noise. 
              Very good for covert. Then, taking back the gun, Rancor began his 
              tale.

            "Several years ago when I was doing a erm job for a local 
              Hutt in the Corellian sector, I met a contact who must have had 
              very good connections. He seemed to know a lot on my past. I used 
              him to dig up anything he could about my parents. Despite the rough 
              image I portrayed to survive, the whole point of doing all the jobs 
              was to find out things about my family, and their links to the Clone 
              Wars. One day he called me, saying he had something very interesting 
              to offer." 

             "I carefully walked into the man's' old shack with my standard 
              Imp blaster drawn. Despite fairly trusting the old guy, when the 
              Empire has a death warrant on you for treason, you can never rest. 
              I looked round the murky gray room, finding it covered in dust."

            "There were several shelves filled with various things that 
              no one in their right mind could possibly find useful. There were 
              3 small windows, but only for people to look outwards, not in, and 
              as far as could be seen there was no means of power in the place. 
              At the back of the room , there was what looked to be basically 
              a wooden block, but served the purpose of a counter for deals to 
              be struck. "

            "Walking over to the counter, I saw the man walking through 
              a pile of rags, which must lead to another room. He was around sixty, 
              with graying hair, and overweight. His face was sagging, and he 
              had a vicious looking scar from his left ear, leading to his nose. 
              Leaning against the counter, I asked what he wanted me for, but 
              he just dismissed me, and slammed a hand-sized metal box on the 
              counter, instructing me to open it."

            "Flicking open the box, I found three medals. I studied each 
              in turn. The first had a picture of a man walking on top of a scorpion, 
              and on the other side, a picture of a famous General who commanded 
              the non-Jedi units in the Clone Wars. The strap was red, but with 
              blue and white stripes in the middle. "

            "The second had a different man on the back, who was said 
              to have been the tactical genius during the war. On the other side, 
              there were two men defending an acorn tree. On the strap were green, 
              orange and black stripes."

             "The final one was a star, blank on the back, but on the front, 
              the inscription: 'The Corellia and Alderaan Star'. It again had 
              red, white and blue stripes, but this time all even, with blue at 
              the sides, then white with red in the middle. "

            "The man grinned when he saw my astonished face, and I asked 
              him if they were my fathers'. He nodded, and said that there were 
              more. He told me that the contact from whom he had obtained the 
              medals had possessed a blaster with a personal inscription, but 
              a mercenary had "persuaded" him to hand it over. "

            "He then continued, saying the mercenary's his name was Ilsa 
              Ghant: a not-all-together tough guy who ran out of luck, and had 
              to take up the trade of the hunt, basing himself on a small back 
              water planet called Tatooine. I thanked him, and gladly paid the 
              old man all the money I had obtained over the previous three months. 
              "

             " So then I paid Mr. Ghant a visit."

            "The entire rock was just one big pile of sand that was no 
              use to anyone, either Rebel or Imperial, but surprisingly, there 
              was a huge Imperial presence in the area. "

             "The stagnant cantina seemed to beckon the dregs of the galaxy. 
              There were a number of tables, many of which were empty. The best 
              source of information in any cantina is the barkeep, so I slumped 
              onto a stool by the counter, and introduced myself to a greasy bartender 
              who said his name was Wuher. After a half hour of as warm conversation 
              as you could get with this guy, I told him I was looking for Ghant."

            "Wuher asked if I was out to harm him, to which I replied, 
              "That it depends on his cooperation." Smiling, he told me to break 
              Ghants' arms, then said he was in docking bay 94. With that, I got 
              up and left, passing some young farmer and an old man on their way 
              in." 

            "Walking along the series of docking bays, after a quick pit 
              stop for a bite to eat, I saw Bay 94. Entering, I noticed a heavily 
              modified YT-1300. A human male and a Wookie left the ship, and as 
              the man started saying something about 'Jabba had just seen him, 
              and that he'd been given more time', the Wookie flashed a crossbow, 
              just to make sure I didn't do anything funny. "

            "Wondering what he was saying, I asked if he was Ghant. The 
              man showed a mixture of both annoyance and relief, but then said 
              that Ghant left last night, but because of the Star Destroyer barricade, 
              he'd only been able to obtain clearance a half hour ago. So he should 
              still be in orbit."

            "I didn't hear him finish his sentence, as I was already running 
              out to my ship which was docked not too far away, while telling 
              the on-board droid to "Warm her up," using my commlink." 

            "I rushed up the ramp into my small-but-adequate heavily adapted 
              Alderaan family saloon (dual torpedo launchers, ion cannons and 
              quad lasers are extra to the noted price). Flinging myself into 
              the cockpit, I was relieved to see that the droid had done its job, 
              and we were ready to fly."

            "I quickly throttled up, and flicked through the HUD to find 
              the right ship through the many that were in orbit. There were many 
              names, but Wuher had told me Ghant's was called the Mantis IV. There 
              were very few TIES in the area, much to my relief, mainly smuggler's 
              ships orbiting. Outrider, Slashed, Sunburst, etc. I found the Mantis, 
              and felt the adrenaline surge through, as it wasn't too far away: 
              only 5.3 clicks."

            "I throttled up towards the ship, switching all power to engines, 
              thinking: "I can power my ions from leftover shield power." As I 
              hurtled along, I was just leaving the atmosphere when one of the 
              STDs asked me for my clearance. I felt a tang of fear, but thanked 
              the Force when they suddenly lost interest and concentrated their 
              forces on another Corellian ship, possibly the one I'd seen earlier."

            "The Mantis was now almost in range, so I transferred shields 
              to lasers, and flicked my comms to a channel my system said he was 
              using, and told him to go to zero throttle, and prepare to be bordered. 
              He asked me what the hell I wanted, and I replied, saying that it 
              was only a small blaster he had obtained, and I did not wish to 
              hurt him."

            "He now began to slow down and I prepared to dock, when several 
              blasts of fire came from his turrets, taking away what little shielding 
              I had, and also damaging my sensors. I moaned at having to fire 
              blind, but at 1.20 clicks, it shouldn't be a problem. Firing away 
              with my ions, he went evasive, flipping over in a tight loop but 
              I quickly went to 1/3 throttle and was straight on his tail. He 
              then suddenly opened fire with a rear cannon and I cursed myself 
              for not expecting it."

            "Instincts took over, and I strafed hard left and right, thankful 
              for the little amount my shields had gained that just kept me alive. 
              He was getting slower now, and his shields were down to 12%. Just 
              a few more shots. Ghant flew low beneath me, but my top gun turned 
              on its plate with him targeted by the ship, and blasted his system 
              down to 40%, stopping his fire and almost crippling his maneuverability. 
              With 2 more shots he was disabled."

            "I flew up next to him, and as I was wondering why the Empire wasn�t 
              showing an interest, I noticed they had entered hyperspace chasing 
              the Corellian craft. I carefully lowered my craft onto his airlock 
              and felt a satisfying clunk as I finished docking."

             "I went over to my docking door, flicked it open, and began working 
              on the other ships' lock. Using a decoder that had cost me several 
              hundred credits, I soon had it open. The entire ship was black from 
              the loss of power as a result of my ions. I moved using stealth 
              as my weapon, room after room until I reached the cockpit. I entered 
              low to avoid him snapping off immediate shots at me."

             "The room was empty, which meant he was hiding: probably scared 
              out of his life. I was about to begin a thorough search when I heard 
              the low click of a blaster safety coming from down the corridor. 
              I threw myself out of the way, but dropped a small metal device 
              the size of a coin. I activated it, then hologram of myself popped 
              up from the device." "I pushed myself beneath the main controls 
              of the ship. The stout man hopped into the room and shot a blast 
              at the hologram, which I immediately countered with a shot to the 
              chest. The last thing the man did before succumbing to the stun 
              shot was to give a look of complete surprise, showing that if he 
              hadn't expected that old trick. He obviously hadn't had much of 
              a success in his line of work. I picked up the blaster from his 
              hand, checking if there was an inscription. I found it well hidden 
              in the chamber where you put the blaster cells."

             "The inscription said it was a present from a Jedi to my father, 
              for saving his life. With that, I left clutching the blaster firmly. 
              It had returned to the family to which it belonged."

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Wolf's Tale

            A lone figure walked amongst the hollow graves and tombstones that 
              told a thousand tales of horror, happiness or grief. The figure 
              cared not for the others, but was in search of one particular marker. 
              That marker was one he visited every year, on the same day, at the 
              same time. 
            
It wasn't monotony or redundancy; it was because he cherished whom 
              he sought. The one he looked for had been a special person in his 
              life. That person had taught him to how to live and how to care. 
              That person had told him he was something special destined for greater 
              things than what he had going at the time. That person that figure 
              of leadership was his twin sister. 
            
Mike "Wolf" Kern had seen her die. The Imps had slaughtered her 
              in a show of force... because of him. Mike had been a slicer with 
              CorSec when he privately hacked the Imperial Intelligence Corp. 
              on Corellia. He had pulled several detailed schematics of the new 
              Imperial TIE "Avenger" fighter. When the Imperials had found its 
              precious plans stolen, they traced it back to his home. When they 
              found only his sister, Cerah Kern, they killed her rather than wait 
              for reprisal... 
            


            
Distant blaster fire was common on Corellia's more darkened streets. 
              The place had turned into a smuggler's dream house when the Old 
              Republic fell. The lowlifes snuck in and out of Corellia almost 
              without a hitch; killing and taking whomever, or whatever, they 
              wanted. 
            
However, now was an even darker time than that had been. Now it 
              was the Empire that threatened Corellia. Stormtroopers marched through 
              the streets and patrolled the alleyways. They were ruthless, and 
              merciless, killers of the night. Shots in the dark were constantly 
              heard and tonight was no different. 
            
Ozone deposits shot through the night air five times as Mike returned 
              home. Almost as an afterthought, Mike wondered if the home in which 
              he lived had been robbed again. No, he thought. Cerah's there. She'd 
              blast them to Drall and back. The image of his sister using lethal 
              force almost made him shudder because Cerah was a more peaceful 
              girl. She hardly even yelled at anyone for that matter. 
            
Suddenly, as he neared his dwelling, he smelled burned duracrete 
              and plasteel. Not usual for this part of the town, he thought again. 
              Upping his walk to a brisk one, Mike hurried into an alley that 
              would lead toward the back of his house. No sense in taking chances 
              right? 
            
Then he saw them. Five of them. Stormtroopers. They were just leaving... 
              his house! 
            
Instinctively reaching for his smaller Deringer Hold-Out blaster 
              that he kept hidden in a pocket in his pants, Mike kept to the shadows 
              and worked his way up to the one story plasteel building that had 
              been his home for years. 
            
Blaster holes, lots of them, were adorning every orifice that opened 
              to the outside. Windows, doors, skylights and even parts of walls, 
              were kicked in by white-booted feet; accompanied by blackened remains 
              of hinges and wooden stoppers. 
            
Then, the troopers were gone. Mike hurriedly climbed through a 
              window and landed almost immediately on broken glass. His dark eyes 
              flicked from one side of the house to the other, searching for any 
              movement whatsoever. Movement of a trooper or... oh god Cerah! 
            
Determined that all the troopers were gone he called out her name. 
              No answer followed as he called again. Then he saw the blaster they 
              kept for protection and it had not even been taken out of its casing. 
              She had not used it... or couldn't use it. 
            
"Cerah!" he called again with quickly growing panic in his wavering 
              voice. Tears stung his eyes as he called out again unsuccessfully. 
              He threw open the door that led to his basement and vaulted as many 
              steps as he could before landing up on the cold, hard duracrete 
              floor below. 
            
"Cerah, answer me!" he yelled again. Then, almost inaudible, came 
              a slow moan from behind some crates used for storage. Then something 
              else... burned flesh was in the air. "Cerah!" 
            
Running to where the crates were, he quickly set to work throwing 
              them out of the way. He had almost made it to the wall when he found 
              her. She was lying, half-naked, on the floor. Blood was at her mouth 
              and blaster burns adorned her young body. She had been raped and 
              beaten, almost to death. 
            
Reaching his sister, Mike took of his dark trench coat and threw 
              it around her bare shoulders. Wrapping his arms around her, Mike 
              held her close as the light of life drained from her eyes. "Cerah... 
              don't die..." 
            
She reached up and stroked his cheek with her hand. Then, impossibly, 
              she smiled. "I have to Mikey, there's nothing left for me to do... 
              you have been destined for much greater things than I..." 
            
"How could they do this to you!" Mike yelled. Then, his leg banged 
              into the case that adorned his right side. His laptop computer. 
              His slicing tool. Suddenly his face grew pale as he remembered what 
              he'd done. "Oh Cerah... I'm sorry!" She smiled again and laid her 
              head against his shoulder as he held her. 
            
Mike couldn't help it anymore, he began to cry as she squeezed 
              his arm. "Don't... you'll only make me sadder to leave Mike." Mike 
              shook his head, not wanting to let the truth burrow its way into 
              his heart. "No..." 
            
"Listen to me," she wheezed, pulling his face close to hers. "I've 
              helped guide you during life... here," she coughed up a spell of 
              blood but still reached in her pocket to withdraw a pendent. On 
              it was a silver/gold diamond-shaped locket. "Now I can after death..." 
            
Mike opened the clasp and Cerah's shining image glowed inside the 
              diamond. "How can I make sure I'm doing what's right... you always 
              helped me know?" Again, she smiled. 
            
"You'll know. You always have." 
            
She began to shudder and he held her tighter, quieting her. He 
              didn't want to see her die like this. Not lying in a pool of blood 
              made by the blasted Empire! She deserved more than that, and it 
              was all his fault. All his! 
            
Her eyes began to waver and he knew she was dying. For the last 
              time he hugged her and kissed her on the forehead whispering "I 
              love you sis," as she did said the same about him. Then she was 
              gone forever... 
            


            
Mike had never, and will never, forgive himself for allowing his 
              actions to fall upon his loved ones. Mike and his sister had been 
              only sixteen, but she had already shown him wisdom much beyond her 
              years. She had given him a locket with her hologram in it as a reminder 
              that she would always watch out for him. She still does, lying against 
              his chest under his somewhat dirty jumpsuit. 
            
Mike raised the locket from its resting-place and held it up to 
              his eyes. He saw the vision of sister emerge from the opened locket 
              and stare at him with her cool blue eyes. Those eyes were forever 
              watching him; guiding him and telling him what was wrong or right. 
              He never questioned her then, nor would he now. 
            
Rubbing his hands along several other headstones he followed the 
              path to her un-unique grave sight. It wasn't stand out or special 
              looking, but to him, it was everything. Mike reached the grayish-blue 
              slab and bent to one knee to read the engraving once again: 
            
	"Cerah Kern
	 Beloved Sister and Daughter
	 Cherish all forever, for that is all we have"


            Swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat, Mike sat down 
              next to the mound of gently swaying grass that marked her final 
              resting-place. He rested his arms on his knees and looked up at 
              the night sky. Above he could make out the outlines of several Imperial-Class 
              Star Destroyers. 
            
Corellia was held prisoner by an evil that refused to be vanquished. 
              Mike had run from Corellia with his friend, Jana Ruisi, to the Alliance. 
              Now even she, she who he had intended to marry, was gone. Mike had 
              lost so much, but he found within himself the urge to return to 
              his sister this day and serve her memory as he had for years on 
              end. 
            
"Aye Cerah... You were right. You always were." Mike looked down 
              at his locket again. The golden, diamond-shaped treasure glittered 
              with the slight rain drizzle that had started to fall. The shimmering 
              ornament glowed with a beauty that was as pure as Cerah's heart 
              had been, as it still was. 
            
"You always did look out for me. Now that you're gone I... I sometimes 
              don't know exactly which route to take. I know you had told me to 
              take the path that I felt was right... but... it was always right 
              because you helped guide me there. Things have changed so much over 
              the past two years that I wonder if you are smiling at me or frowning 
              at me..." 
            
Mike stifled a slight chuckle. He knew he must look awfully strange, 
              standing alone and talking to ghosts, but not that strange. Corellia's 
              dreary atmosphere only seemed to serve as an instigator to his mood. 
              The ruins of his past life seemed so distant now that Mike had to 
              do this just to get a renewed sense of reality. She was dead and 
              he realized that. That was something that would never change. Something 
              that could change was his sense of mortality. This visit was one 
              that would put that on the strait and narrow once again. 
            
Mike patted at the reinforced thigh pocket that held his personal 
              laptop computer. That was his ticket in and out, but it also was 
              one of the reasons that had gotten Cerah killed. Leaning his back 
              against the hard marble tombstone, Mike sighed deeply. "This damned 
              existence seems so unfair at times. I hope you're at peace... I 
              couldn't bear the thought of you suffering any more. You did that 
              enough because of me. Never again will I involve my friends in one 
              of my stupid ventures. If it brings death, I want it only on me... 
              no one else." 
            
The Corellian pilot looked back up at the stars again as a single 
              tear streaked down his cheek. The water speckle caught on the scar 
              at the corner of his mouth, a reminder of Hoth's bloody massacre. 
              A reminder of the last time he saw Jana. A reminder of how another 
              loved one was lost perhaps because of him. "I-I'm so sorry Cerah..." 
            
Mike wiped the tears from his eyes and, turning around to face 
              her grave, placed the blue and red flowers he had brought with him 
              against the grave's marble marker. "These were always your favorite... 
              Remember Cerah?" Mike smiled and sniffed back another jolt of sorrow. 
              "You used to chide me about my color-blindness and how I had mixed 
              these up with Poison Chirioke. I'll never forget that, never." 
            
The happy times he thought of broke down the last of the defenses 
              he had against the sadness welling up in him. He threw himself upon 
              her grave and pressed his face into his sleeve... and cried. The 
              tears of life that sprung from the memory of his sister's violent 
              death fell into great lakes in his forearms. The rain had increased 
              so he made little difference to the grass being soaked. 
            
He sat up, mud spraying up his sleeve and shoulders, suppressing 
              his mood further. Wiping his face clear of tears again, muddying 
              his face in the process, Mike stood up. "I do know that you would 
              have liked Jana though... but now she's gone too. I-I loved her 
              Cerah. I know I did. The Empire took her from me like they did you. 
              And now... now I carry her with you." 
            
Mike opened his locket again and turned it to see the image of 
              Jana Ruisi standing, looking at him. Her dark eyes and quiet passion 
              made Mike close his eyes again, closing the diamond-shaped ornament. 
              "I vow to you both this: I'll make them pay for every sister taken 
              from every brother and every love taken from every heart. This much 
              I promise, and I'll do it without risking another's life. Only my 
              own. Shall I join you both soon; odds are that I will. But what 
              use have I for odds?" 
            


            
The snowspeeder flew low over the snow toward where the lumbering 
              AT-ATs were setting up for their attack on station 3-87. Their flight 
              group's designation was simple: buy time for the escaping Rebel 
              Transports. 
            
Mike gripped at the controls as the first came into view. His gunner, 
              Jana Ruisi, fed him the coordinates for attack vectors. "Closest 
              is two klicks out, 3 o'clock." Mike acknowledged her and thumbed 
              on his blaster cannons. I have a really bad feeling about this, 
              he thought. 
            
At 1.5 klicks out, the pilot let loose a barrage of cannon fire 
              from the snowspeeder's blasters. The AT-AT's armor didn't even dent, 
              but the thing's huge head did turn and did fire at them! "Going 
              evasive!" Mike warned his partner. The Corellian kicked the speeder 
              into a quick 90 degree turn and dodged the searing blasts that came 
              from the walker's head-mounted laser cannons. Then, he jerked the 
              craft back around and headed back in. "Jana, ready with those grenades?" 
            
"Yeah. Anytime you're ready, just give the order." Mike nodded 
              and concentrated on the tricky maneuver. He had to fly beneath the 
              huge beat's legs and fire the grenades from below, hitting the soft 
              armor underneath. Coming in from behind, the snowspeeder cruised 
              low over the landscape as it approached its targets. "Steady Jana..." 
              Mike warned. 
            
Then he had to go. The speeder bucked to the right and shot between 
              the thing's four legs. "Let'er go!" With the sound of escaping gas 
              and proton backfiring, the grenades launched from their rear-mounted 
              guns and hit their target dead-on. 
            
The AT-AT's underside glowed red as the explosives caught it. The 
              several explosions that followed blew the gyros for the legs out 
              and the AT-AT fell... toward them! 
            
"Uh-oh! Mike, get us out of here!" Mike looked back in horror as 
              the AT-AT toppled on top of them. Then the speeder took a hit. "Flight 
              control's out! I can't maneuver!" 
            
"6 get out of there, now!" Mike frantically tried to steer clear 
              of the falling walker but it struck the snowspeeder in the back. 
              With a cry from Jana, the back instruments blew up and the speeder 
              spun end-over-end, eventually crashing into the snow banks. Mike 
              shook his vision clear and popped the canopy. Reaching behind him, 
              he shook Jana on the shoulder. No response. "Oh no..." he cried. 
              Unbuckling her crash webbing, Mike hefted her small frame out of 
              the speeder's cockpit. Her face bloody and her eyes lifeless, Jana 
              hung limp in his arms. 
            
He checked her pulse. Feint, but there. Mike reached for his wrist 
              communicator. "Echo 6 to Echo base! I'm down and I have a seriously 
              injured gunner!" Echo base crackled back online. "No time for rescue 
              6. Get out of there!" No, I can't leave her! 
            
He couldn't bear to leave his friend to the Imps. He had lost his 
              sister to them already, how could he lose her too? Mike pulled off 
              her helmet and brushed the hair off her face. Then, her eyes slowly 
              opened. 
            
"Jana!" She opened and closed her mouth several times before she 
              spoke. "Go... get out of here. Leave me here, you'll only get yourself 
              killed if you stay." Mike shook his head. How could this happen, 
              again?! 
            
"I won't leave you Jana. I watched my sister die like this. I won't 
              let you die too." She smiled and kissed him. "Don't worry about 
              me. Please... go! I couldn't bear the thought of you dying here 
              on this cold, wretched world too..." He hung his head. He knew she 
              was right, he had to go. 
            
"I'll find you, I promise. We'll be together again." She smiled 
              and looked into his eyes. "I know..." Then she passed out from the 
              pain her wounds were causing. The Imperial troopers were in the 
              distance as Mike wrapped her in a self-warming blanket and set her 
              in the speeder. Then, he left her behind... 
            


            
"Jana!" Mike woke up with a start. Cold sweat beaded from his forehead 
              and stung his eyes. Breathing in deep coughs and sobs, Mike realized 
              where he was: aboard the CRS Liberty, part of Corsair Squadron, 
              months after Hoth. Beneath him, his sleeping cot felt soft and inviting. 
              He wanted to sleep more, but he knew he couldn't. Rinsing his face 
              in the sink that he shared with another pilot, Mike woke himself 
              fully awake. 
            
That had been so long ago. He had left Jana there and now he didn't 
              know where she was. Everyone told him that she was probably dead, 
              killed by the Imperials. Still, Mike held onto the hope that she 
              was alive and that he would find her some day. Some day... 
            
Reaching beneath his shirt, Mike withdrew the locket he had around 
              his neck. He opened it and saw the glowing images of the two women 
              that had cared for the most: Jana, his fianc�, and Cerah, his sister. 
            
"Yes... I will find you Jana, and when I do we'll be together forever." 
              Mike sighed and looked out his quarter's viewport, at the stars. 
              Somewhere among them Cerah was watching him, guiding him. "I know 
              you're listening Cerah so let me ask you: Am I right in this fight? 
              Should I even be here?" 
            

Then, a star in the distance twinkled brighter than before. Corellia's 
              Star. Mike smiled, knowing that she was smiling at him, telling 
              him that it was alright. Now, with Corsair Squadron, he would find 
              Jana and fight to see a brighter day when death would no longer 
              haunt him everywhere he turned. That day, that wonderful day, would 
              be the day that he had longed for his entire life. 

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Blindman's Tale

            "Your eyes can deceive you - don't trust them." - some old guy

            "Man, I'm beat. Ever since that new expansion pack of simulator 
              missions was sent over here from High Command, Stryker's been running 
              us into the ground," remarked an exhausted Gabriel "Wolfman" Leventhal.

            His fellow Flight Officer, Jeff "Kallysto" Young, replied, "I'll 
              say. I was hoping for some off time to sharpen up my dueling skills 
              with Paladin or Valkyrie, but the way the training schedule's been 
              booked, doesn't look like that'll happen any time soon."

            The two members of Corsair Squadron walked into the Liberty Lounge 
              and took their accustomed seats at the bar, ordering the usual - 
              chocolate milk for Wolfman, a Karideph Honey Tea for Kallysto - 
              then leaned back to survey the crowd. A few non-comms engaged in 
              a raucous sabbacc game, Gemini's and Paladin's Ewok crew creating 
              an ear-splitting noise on the bandstand, and-

            "Hey, Wolfman," Kallysto nudged his squadmate. "Isn't that one 
              of the new guys?" indicating the young man sitting ramrod-straight 
              in his chair, with his legs crossed underneath him, seemingly staring 
              at the wall.

            Wolfman studied the figure for a second, then nodded. "Yeah, that 
              visor-thingy-whatchamacallit on his head is pretty distinctive. 
              Sheesh, never thought I'd live to see the day they'd let a *blind* 
              guy into any sort of cockpit."

            "Now, now," admonished Kallysto. "Never let it be said that the 
              Liberty is not an equal-opportunity Alliance ship. Say, why don't 
              we go over and chat? I'm curious to see what makes the dude tick. 
              Haven't gotten a chance to talk with him since Hyl and I found him 
              in that freighter."

            Grabbing their drinks, the two pilots slowly made their way through 
              the maze of chairs to arrive at the indicated man's table. When 
              they approached, as if he had heard their footsteps, the young pilot 
              turned to face them.

            The newcomers immediately noticed the visor shading the man's eyes, 
              which were shaped like a pair of wrap-around sunglasses. Kallysto 
              winced as he noticed that the "earpieces" were implanted directly 
              into the man's skull, and unconsciously flexed his own cybernetic 
              arm. The visor gave the man an eerie quality, which was broken when 
              he grinned easily.

            "Good morn- I mean eveni- Ah, heck, who can tell on a starship 
              anyway? I'm Bob Lin, Corsair Nine, callsign Blindman. I came in 
              on that shuttle with Knight a few weeks back, but I haven't been 
              around much - been taking care of some miscellaneous stuff because 
              my situation is a bit... ah, unusual, shall we say? Won't you join 
              me?" he asked, while pushing two chairs out from underneath the 
              table with his foot.

            Hesitantly, the two Corsairs sat down. This guy was being awfully 
              talkative for someone who had just minutes before seemingly been 
              in close conversation with the wall. As if he could read their thoughts, 
              Blindman spoke again, "Nah, didn't interrupt anything - I wasn't 
              doing anything particularly special, just trying some meditation 
              techniques Rogue's XO showed me a few days ago. Frankly, it's awfully 
              nice to get a chance to talk with some real live people who aren't 
              shrinks or spooks. Thing is, most of the folks on this ship seem 
              to fancy themselves the strong, silent types - and I think, where's 
              the fun in that? Let me guess, you're probably wondering what in 
              the galaxy is the brass thinking, letting a real live blind guy 
              into a cockpit, who could possibly be flying your wing?"

            Wolfman spoke up, "Actually, I was wondering how that visor thing 
              of yours works."

            "This?" Blindman tapped the visor with his index finger. "Well, 
              let's see if I can remember the spiel the tech guys gave me... okay, 
              got it. The wires in the earpiece go through a hole in my skull 
              to connect to the doohickey, which attaches to the whatsit and sends 
              little waves of electricity into my brain, giving me some black 
              and white images to work with." He shrugged apologetically. "Sorry, 
              I'm not really up to speed on all this new-fangled tech - all I 
              know it that it lets me see something, and for me that's all I can 
              ask for."

            Kallysto leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. Along with 
              Flight Officer Rafael "-Hyl-" Costa Guerra and his squad leader, 
              he was one of the few remaining members of the inaugural Corsair 
              group - the one that had participated in the recon mission-gone-bad 
              that the crew had taken to calling "First Flight." A good portion 
              of the others had transferred to Buccaneer, and the rest had retired 
              or gone MIA.

            Despite all that he'd seen and experienced, he still could not 
              quite get a handle on this new guy. Not wanting to bluntly ask what 
              he really wanted to know about - the blindness - he decided to aim 
              for less sensitive areas. "What's that drink you're having? Looks 
              a bit odd."

            "This is a fruit blend - or, in colloquial terms, a 'smoothie.' 
              Basically, you just take a whole mess of fruits - preferably picked 
              fresh, then frozen - and throw them together in a blender with a 
              little bit of liquid to allow for the blades to move. If you don't 
              overdo the liquid, and maybe throw in some ice, you can get a nice, 
              thick, sweet, ice-cold drink that's packed with enough nutrients, 
              vitamins, and fiber to count as a meal." He grinned. "You might 
              say that I'm something of a health nut - I know that Guardian goes 
              for that tea of his, but I can't stand hot drinks - and after sampling 
              the Liberty's mess, my mouth thanks me, but my heart begins clogging 
              up with all that cholesterol. The nature of the drink means that 
              I'll never get bored, because I can just vary the fruits I put in."

            He tilted his head towards the ceiling for a moment, then "looked" 
              back at Wolfman and Kallysto. "After all, it wouldn't do for me 
              to abandon the drink that saved my life, would it now?"

            Kallysto immediately turned towards the direction of the bar and 
              yelled, "Mixer! Refills over here, stat!" He swiveled back to face 
              his squadmates and grinned. "Sounds like story time."

            [FLASH]

            "Trainee Lin, I want to see you in my office in 45 mikes. Go hit 
              the fresher." With that, the commanding officer of Contruum's starfighter 
              training squadron turned sharply on his heel in proper Imperial 
              fashion and walked off.

            "Way to go Bob!" his fellow cadet whispered sarcastically. "How 
              much more incompetent can you get? You fly like a blind man!" he 
              remarked, before he, too, disappeared into the base's corridors.

            Three years earlier, a younger Bob Lin had been rooted to the durasteel 
              hangar bay floor in disappointment. His eyes traveled over the monstrous 
              contraption that was his Z-95 simulator, but instead of seeing it 
              as a testament to the skill of the programmers and craftsmen who 
              built it, he saw it as what would be his downfall.

            Washing out as a trainee. All those years of watching, listening, 
              reading everything he could get his hands on... the dream of taking 
              the controls of one of the Empire's finest technological marvels... 
              they all evaporated before his eyes.

            Smooth move, Lin, he berated himself. You couldn't just 
              fail the mission. You couldn't just blow up and score it to the 
              opposing side. No, you have to go and ram your instructor. You're 
              gone, boyo.

            As he trudged along back to the barracks, his mind ran the scenario 
              over and over again in his mind. The target drone was dancing in 
              front of his gunsight, rolling and diving just ahead of his guns. 
              As the frustration built, Bob thrust the throttle to full and yanked 
              the joystick to the right, anticipating the drone's break. The stream 
              of lasers tracked along its path of flight...

            "Trainee Four, break off, you're too close, break" [bzzzzzzzz] 
              the comm cut off suddenly as Bob's simulator cockpit exploded into 
              a burst of yellow-white light, signifying the death of his starfighter.

            He reached the troop quarters, keyed the door open, and slumped 
              onto his bunk, covering his face in his hands. After a few moments 
              of anguished contemplation, he looked up and reached over to the 
              datapad on his desk. Keying in a well-worn code, he brought up the 
              datafiles on some of Contruum's most-noted pilots.

            Paging through the files, his eyes lighted upon "Jesh Kragan," 
              a young man with flaming red hair and intense green eyes. It had 
              been Kragan who had noticed the youthful Lin hanging around Contruum's 
              hangar complex, and pulled the strings to get him simulator time. 
              Soon after that, Jesh had been transferred to the Imperial Academy 
              for starfighter training, but not before earning Bob's gratefulness 
              and respect, as well as friendship. It was one of Bob's hopes to 
              one day become a pilot under Kragan's command.

            Looks like that won't be happening, my friend, he thought.

            Twenty minutes later, Bob found himself outside of his CO's office. 
              Steeling himself for the humiliation, he keyed in a request for 
              entry. A voice replied, "Come in."

            Captain Jake Quinn was a man who commanded respect. Standing over 
              1.8 meters tall, with a strong jaw, graying hair and ice-cold blue 
              eyes, Captain Quinn had served in the Imperial Navy as a TIE pilot 
              and instructor for nearly fourteen standard years. His reputation 
              as a caustic-mouthed tyrant was overlooked due to his constant production 
              of top-notch candidates for the advanced starfighter program at 
              the Imperial Academy every year.

            Lin came into the office and paused before the desk, delivering 
              a razor-sharp salute and holding it. Quinn did not even look up 
              from the file he was working on, instead letting the young trainee 
              stand rigidly for a good 30 seconds. Finally, he sighed and looked 
              up.

            "At ease, Trainee Lin." Bob brought his hand down from his forehead, 
              clasped it behind his back, and moved his feet a shoulder-width 
              apart.

            The captain got up from his chair and began pacing behind the desk, 
              glancing at Bob every few seconds. This did nothing to quiet the 
              discomfiture that the younger man was feeling.

            "What are we going to do with you?" asked Quinn in a tone much 
              milder than Bob had ever heard him speak.

            "Sir?"

            "Shut up, Lin, it was a rhetorical question." Whoops.

            Stopping his pacing behind his desk, Quinn reached down and picked 
              up a datapad. "You are an interesting paradox, Mr. Lin. Your classroom 
              scores are excellent - you have a good memory and a good grasp of 
              history. Your aptitude scores indicate that you have a talent for 
              flight control. The physical education department reports that you 
              do remarkably well in the gym, particularly in unarmed combat. However," 
              he continued, "Your sim scores simply do not measure up to what 
              we expect out of our pilot training program here at Contruum Starbase."

            Laying down the datapad, he looked intensely at Bob. "One would 
              wonder why you wouldn't give up flying and take up a field more 
              suited to your talents - flight control, intelligence, something 
              of that nature."

            "Permission to respond, sir?"

            "Go ahead, Mr. Lin, it's why I called you here."

            Bob's shoulders slumped slightly, and he looked at the ground. 
              "Sir, this is probably going to be hard for you to understand. Last 
              year, before entering the program, I made a promise to a friend 
              of mine to see this training through to its end. Besides which, 
              I've dreamed of becoming a pilot nearly all my life. It's not something 
              that I want to give up, and if you'll keep me, I'd dearly like to 
              stay on board. Sir."

            Looking up again, Bob expected to see contempt or scorn in his 
              commanding officer's eyes. What he found surprised him. In those 
              eyes he found... compassion?

            "This, ah, friend of yours. By chance would he go by the name of 
              Jesh Kragan?"

            Bob started. "Sir, you know him?"

            Quinn sat back down at his desk. "As a matter of fact, Mr. Lin, 
              a Lieutenant Kragan will be coming - or should I say, coming back 
              - to visit our little home here, one week from tomorrow. The day 
              that we begin training in the base's Z-95s." He looked down at what 
              seemed to be a schedule. "He's supposed to give a pep talk of sorts 
              to the trainees. And in his communique to me, he asked personally 
              about you."

            He sighed and leaned back in his chair. Grinning, he said, "Mr. 
              Lin, I've decided that I'll let you stay on for a few more weeks 
              - at least until we get you into a real ship. Sometimes that's enough 
              to scare the incompetence out of the worst pilots. Just don't run 
              into anyone anymore, all right, 'Blindman'?"

            [FLASH]

            Lieutenant Jesh Kragan's voice echoed out from the loudspeakers 
              mounted over the landing field. "Congratulations on getting this 
              far, trainees. As you take your first hours in actual starfighters, 
              I wish you the best of luck. I am impressed by what you have accomplished 
              and believe you capable of more. Glory to the Empire!"

            "GLORY TO THE EMPIRE!" thundered thirty-six voices in reply.

            Trainee Bob Lin, dressed in a full-fledged flightsuit and carrying 
              his helmet, saluted the Imperial lieutenant and Captain Quinn upon 
              the platform, then ran to his assigned fighter. Grinning widely, 
              he recalled the friendly reunion he had with Jesh before the talk, 
              and his spirits lifted. Now, more than ever, he was determined to 
              obtain his piloting license.

            He reached the Z-95 and keyed the cockpit-open sequence when he 
              heard a somewhat innocuous-sounding succession of three beeps. He 
              was beginning to look into the cockpit when his world exploded into 
              white light.

            [FLASH]

            "What happened?" shouted Kragan, following the chaotic scene.

            "Don't know!" the field medic replied in kind. "An explosion of 
              some sort! Pilot's in bad shape, but the local med-unit doesn't 
              have any bacta tanks handy!"

            Jesh pushed his way through the crowd of people and examined the 
              ruined starfighter's cockpit. Fingering through the still-smoldering 
              debris, he found the remains of a BlasTech C-336 detonator - one 
              that was favored for use by Imperial Intelligence agents.

            "This was meant for me," he muttered to himself. Reaching into 
              a pocket, he flicked on a commlink and keyed in a special code. 
              Walking away from the commotion, he spoke in a very low voice. "Dad? 
              We have a situation here. I need to meet with you ASAP. Also," he 
              glanced over at the medics working frantically over the body of 
              his young friend, "where can I find a bacta tank?"

            [FLASH]

            "Why can't I see? Why can't I take off the bandages over my eyes? 
              WHY CAN'T I SEE?!"

            The doctor's voice was soft with compassion. "I'm sorry, son. I'm 
              afraid you'll never see again."

            [FLASH]

            His father's voice spoke out of the darkness, fraught with worry. 
              "Bob, your mother and I are very scared for your well-being. We're 
              trying to provide as many opportunities as we can for you, but you 
              keep pushing us away! Why?"

            The young, now handicapped former pilot trainee responded by rolling 
              over on his bed, facing away from his parents. "Go away. I need 
              to think."

            His mother replied, "Son, you've dropped out of the School for 
              the Blind that we enrolled you in, and you haven't spoken a word 
              to your family or eaten with us in weeks!"

            "LISTEN! I don't *want* to learn texture-language. I don't *want* 
              to hang out with people. Just leave me alone, all right?"

            His father sighed. "As your parents, I'm afraid we can't do that. 
              Bob, we've done all we can. We thought we understood you, but apparently 
              we were wrong. We're sending you to a psych-analyst on Coruscant. 
              We've already chartered a bunk for you on an outgoing freighter. 
              It leaves tomorrow morning."

            [FLASH]

            "Sir? Why are they stopping us? Are you carrying something you're 
              not supposed to?"

            The freighter captain, a grizzled man of middle-age years, turned 
              and shoved Bob back into his seat. "Sit down, boy," he barked, "and 
              let me do the talking. Under no circumstances are you to speak again, 
              is that clear?"

            Turning back to the comm console, the captain pressed down the 
              transmit button. "TIE fighter Delta One, there seems to be some 
              mistake. My cargo is completely legitimate, and I see no reason 
              for this delay in my schedule-"

            He never got to complete his sentence, as Delta One unleashed a 
              long burst of emerald laser fire which impacted near the bridge 
              of the freighter. The comm console exploded, sending a shard of 
              durasteel through the captain's skull.

            Lin felt the ship shift and begin to spin, as evidenced by the 
              unpleasant vertigo he was experiencing. Pushing forward, smelling 
              the coppery scent of blood in the cockpit, Bob frantically felt 
              around for the ship's control stick. After toggling a series of 
              switches - he would later find out that he dumped most of his fuel 
              by accident - he found the stick and throttle. Trying to remember 
              what he had learned under Captain Quinn's tutelage, he threw the 
              throttle to full and attempted to fly on instinct.

            He frowned. Although his sightless eyes remained blank, somehow 
              he could see the TIEs swooping around outside of his viewport. They 
              formed shadowy images in his mind, darting, swooping, firing-

            He blinked. Firing?

            Blindman yanked the stick over to the left, throwing the freighter 
              into a sharp barrel roll that evaded the incoming green bolts. Seems 
              like ol' Captain Stiff there had this thing all tricked out, 
              he thought to himself. But now, to the matter at hand...

            His hand darted out and found the switch that powered up the laser 
              cannons mounted on the freighter. Will probably take ten seconds 
              to power up... gotta buy more time.

            Blindman brought the stick back and slightly right off center, 
              throwing the freighter into an ungainly Wotan Weave. While some 
              shots melted armor off the ship, the TIEs had been taken by surprise 
              at the larger craft's maneuverability and speed.

            Then, the auto-fire on the cannons kicked in.

            Bolt after bolt of crimson laser fire erupted from the freighter, 
              which used a state-of-the-art tracking system to direct red bolts 
              directly into the ball cockpits of TIE fighters. Again taken by 
              surprise, Delta flight exploded, one by one.

            Except for one fighter. On Delta Three, the cannon shots winged 
              the huge hexagonal solar panel, knocking the fighter into a spiral 
              which ended in a fiery explosion at the aft of the freighter. The 
              collision pitched Bob forward out of his seat, and after bouncing 
              off the console, he lost consciousness.

            [FLASH]

            Waking up, it took a few moments for Bob to re-orient himself. 
              Then, it all came flooding back to him... the challenge, the captain's 
              murder, his grabbing the controls...

            And then that weird spatial sensory thing. What *was* that?

            Time to worry about that later. First, check the engines - nope, 
              they're gone. Check the comm - it's gone.

            Bob-o, you're in deep trouble.

            After setting the freighter's controls to sound an alert if another 
              ship was detected, Bob began to explore. Groping his way to the 
              freighter's aft, he entered the cargo hold. Something was going 
              to have to sustain him, and he didn't think that the idea of eating 
              the captain would be very appetizing.

            Following the edge of one crate to its edges, he unlatched the 
              buckles and swung the crate open on its hinges. Frowning, he reached 
              inside and pulled out a bottle. Twisting the cap open, he smelled 
              it, then tipped his head back and lifted the bottle to his lips.

            The thick, sweet concoction oozed into his mouth, filling it with 
              saliva as he savored the flavor, then vanished down his throat into 
              his stomach, where he immediately felt full. "I could get used to 
              this," he said to the empty hold.

            [FLASH]

            "C'mon, Hyl, haven't you taken enough data already?" Kallysto rolled 
              his eyes and smiled faintly at the enthusiasm showing through the 
              voice of his wingman.

            "Jeff, you know perfectly well that in the intelligence business, 
              you can *never* get too many details. It's a good habit!" Hyl, Corsair 
              Six, had serious ambitions of becoming the squadron's Intelligence 
              Officer.

            The two pilots were flying a long-range patrol in the Outer Rim. 
              Corsair Squadron was going through a transitionary period, as Guardian, 
              Hyp, Parody, Groznik, and Fireball had all transferred to Buccaneer, 
              Stryker had been awarded the Corsair XO position, and others had 
              retired or gone MIA. At the moment, Kallysto and Hyl were the senior 
              non-staff members of the squadron, and as such, they were given 
              a larger share of the duties while the new recruits were being initiated.

            "Well, Hyl, I think it's about time to leave this party. This expanse 
              of volume is so enthralling that it could bore me to death."

            "Suit yourself, Kally. Let's see, next waypoint is just a few seconds 
              at lightspeed away, engage hyperspace on my mark... mark."

            The A-wings leapt into hyperspace, then reappeared a few seconds 
              later in a different sector. Jeff was beginning to re-orient himself 
              with regard to the stars when Hyl came back onto the comm, talking 
              excitedly.

            "Kallysto! Got a contact at 113.2. Looks like... yup, it's a shipwreck, 
              all right. Since you're so bored, why don't you go inspect it? I'll 
              finish up my scan here."

            "Roger that." Corsair Eleven's A-wing peeled off and raced towards 
              the freighter, gradually slowing down as it came closer.

            Kallysto rubbed his eyes and peered again. Yup, he wasn't hallucinating 
              - there was actually someone standing on the bridge waving!

            "Hyl, we got a live one in here!"

            [FLASH]

            Lieutenant Adam "Guardian" Burns, Buccaneer Leader and the _Liberty's_ 
              medical liaison to the starfighter wing, shook his head and sighed. 
              "I don't get it, Vince. I've been through his medical examination 
              top-down, down-up, sideways, upside-down, backwards... it just doesn't 
              make sense. The guy can't see. He was showing elevated levels of 
              a hormone indicating that he was going through severe depression. 
              In my medical experience, there's just no way that his story can 
              be verified - how the heck can a blind, manic-depressive guy possibly 
              pilot a ship?"

            Lieutenant Commander Vince "Stryker" Rambo, Corsair Leader, shrugged 
              his shoulders helplessly. "I dunno, pal, but the guy has been begging 
              me for a chance to fly. I don't know how to tell him nicely that 
              he's *absolutely nuts* if he thinks that I'm gonna endanger the 
              lives of the men and women aboard this ship-"

            "If I may, gentlemen?"

            The two squadron leaders turned at the sound of the voice, as Lieutenant 
              Commander Bill "Jedi" Morrison, Rogue Squadron's Executive Officer, 
              entered the room. All three saluted.

            "Guys, I've been talking with our hitchiker for a few hours now, 
              and done a little bit of mind-probing. I believe that he has a small, 
              latent ability with the Force that enables him to pilot."

            Guardian asked, "What do you mean? Is it like a radar?"

            "More or less. I'm sure you're all aware of situational awareness. 
              Well, in many of the old Jedi texts that I've read, Jedi-in-training 
              were encouraged to close their eyes when attempting to learn the 
              nuances of sensing the Force, and the ripples created in it by all 
              things, both living and non-living. It's my guess that Mr. Lin here 
              has simply had that condition forced upon him."

            He turned to Rambo. "Stryker, I think Sergeant-Major Dundee has 
              an old, piece-of-junk Z-95 somewhere in the hangar bay. Why don't 
              you let the guy try it out? I mean, if it turns out I'm wrong, you 
              can always shoot out his engines. I'm sure he won't mind, he's gone 
              through it before."
            
[FLASH]

            Blindman whipped the fighter around in an Immelmann, bringing it 
              head-to-head with the drone. A long burst of laserfire, and the 
              drone exploded into an expanding ball of flaming gases.

            From farther away, Stryker watched as the blind pilot throttled 
              down, then threw the fighter into a twisting roll and dive that 
              lined him up on another of the drones, while dodging laser fire 
              from a nearby gunnery emplacement. As that drone, too, exploded, 
              Stryker glanced down at his status board and was astonished to note 
              that Blindman was slowly climbing the ranks towards some of the 
              better scores...

            [FLASH]

            "Well, gents, that's basically the story as it stands now," Blindman 
              grinned at Wolfman and Kallysto. After that exercise, Stryker offered 
              me a spot in your squadron, figuring that if nothing else, y'all 
              would get a kick out of telling the Cantina patrons that one of 
              your squadmates was blind."

            For the first time in a long while, Wolfman spoke. "That's some 
              story, dude. Though I haven't seen you fly yet, let me be the first 
              to proclaim that: I'm not ashamed to fly with the blind guy!"

            The three Corsairs shared a hearty laugh that was interrupted with 
              the blare of the intercom. "Corsair Nine, report to hangar bay seven 
              for patrol duty. Corsair Nine..."

            Sighing heavily, Blindman stood up. "Gents, thanks for an entertaining 
              evening, but it sounds like I've got something to do." He saluted. 
              "See you in the sky."

            Ten minutes later, Blindman was strapped into his A-wing. The techs 
              moved the sleek starfighter onto the Liberty's catapult, during 
              which time Bob found himself reminiscing. About his friendship with 
              Jesh, his respect for Captain Quinn. His parents. The second chance 
              the Alliance had given him, both in showing him how to use his Force 
              talent and offering him a spot in a squadron.

            "Liberty Launch Control, this is Corsair Nine, ready for take-off."

            "Roger that Nine, have a good flight. And welcome aboard."

            "Thank you, Control."

            With a smile on his face, Blindman was pushed back into his acceleration 
              couch by the force of the catapult.

            And the universe opened itself up to him.

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Capture

            The pain was intense; every breath caused another surge of the 
              crippling fire to rush through his body. The black void that kept 
              on taking hold of him released him from his torture and each time 
              he hoped not to return, but he did. He lay there in the middle of 
              a jungle next to a burnt out A-Wing for an eternity, his life rolling 
              through his mind. The problems he had in the past seemed insignificant, 
              as did his accomplishments as he lay there waiting to enter the 
              void forever. Through his pain he heard voices coming closer. He 
              tried to open his eyes to see who was approaching but dried blood 
              had sealed them together. They voices were very near now, two men 
              speaking through microphones and from the small hissing noise they 
              must have been cutting through the foliage with vibroknifes. When 
              they were almost on top of him he heard the hiss pass over his head 
              and they stopped moving, "There's the Rebel, blast him and let's 
              get home!" With that he heard a click then a loud noise before he 
              entered the black for one last time?.
            
 
            
Several Hours Earlier

            The Rebel briefing room was the same as the other five that lay 
              onboard the CRS Liberty. A holo-projector lay at the front of the 
              spherical chamber and several chairs were set in rows of five. Several 
              of these chairs were occupied by eight young men looking rather 
              sick and tired of waiting. A door at the front slid open and new 
              Corsair Commanding Officer Bob "Blindman" Lin entered closely followed 
              by Corsair's Exec, Jeffrey "Kallysto" Young. As the two entered 
              the holo-projector fired up a shot of a planet in the outer rim.

            "Greetings Corsairs, as you all know I am your new CO. I'm sure 
              you're all eager to find out what your next mission will be, especially 
              as it will be my first as your lead." Several people grunted in 
              agreement and Captain Lin continued.

            "The mission is, as usual, recon. However there is a big difference-- 
              we aren't checking out a spot in space but a planet. The planet 
              Travis to be precise; we believe the Empire is using the planet 
              to construct fighters to be used on a new operation our Bothan spies 
              have uncovered. The spies tell us it has been code-named the Vengeance 
              Campaign. That is all the information they have on the project but 
              they believe an A-Wing sweep of the area will reveal more. We do 
              not suspect any capital ships to be in the vicinity so it should 
              be a straightforward hop-in-get-the-pics-hop-out job. Any questions?" 
              No one responded, so Blindman continued. "Good. We launch in ten. 
              Dismissed." 

            The pilots left the room and headed in the general direction of 
              the hangar bay. Flight Officer Gabriel "Wolfman" Leventhal and Flight 
              Officer Alastair "Rancor" Harper walked along together. 

            "Hey Ranc, you think we're gonna hold this together when we only 
              have nine men?"

            "Yeah, of course-- it's recon. What could go wrong?" He replied 
              with a grin.

            The two pilots entered the Liberty's hangar bay, the busiest area 
              of the home of the galaxy's most famous squadron-- Rogue. The place 
              was a mess of people going about their business: Sergeant Mike Hawkyard 
              was inside an engine adapting the new Rogue Leader's X-Wing to suit 
              his personal taste; Lieutenant Lumi Ru'sti, known to all as Rooster, 
              was busy checking the supplies that Commander Rambo had ordered 
              with Sergeant Major Dundee; Lieutenant Kevin Koernig was scanning 
              all incoming visitors (mainly trainees hoping to qualify for Corsair) 
              to the Liberty for weapons. Sparks flew as techs worked on the new 
              A-Wings that had been ordered for Rogue and Commander Bill "Jedi" 
              Morrison was talking to Captain Lin about the mission. Overall it 
              was quite a bit busier than usual but that could be blamed on the 
              change of command and all the commotion that had resulted. Rancor 
              moved over to his A-Wing and began the standard checks to make sure 
              the Renegade Wing Support Squadron (as they had now been re-named 
              from the previous CLSS) had done their job. Once the safety checks 
              were completed he warmed up his engines and flicked on the repulsor 
              lifts. He heard his CO begin the standard comm checks as he finalised 
              his fighter's systems.

            "This is Corsair Leader, all Corsairs please report in and acknowledge 
              prepped for flight."

            "Corsair 2 standing by," replied Talyn. 
            
 "Corsair 3 ready for your orders sir," snapped Mauler, the runoff 
              of his Imperial days. 
            
"This is 5 I'm ready?. now," Porky muttered still finishing sorting 
              out his nav comp. 
            
"Corsair 6 ready," shouted Hyl. 
            
"7 here-- let's do this!" Knight said enthusiastically. 
            
Corsair 8 liked to do things a bit differently; showing how he 
              got his call sign. Wolfman screamed "Arrrrooo!!" 
            
"10 ready," Wolf answered. 
            
"To all who stand ready to oppose the darkness," Kallysto 
              chanted, speaking from one of his favoured plays, "I tell thee, 
              the time is now!" 
            
Rancor repeated his usual line of "This is Corsair 12 ready to 
              rock and roll." 
            
"OK, Corsairs, on my count. 3, 2, 1... LAUNCH!!!" 
            
The A-Wings throttled up and shot out of the Liberty. Their comms 
              were filled with the officials on the bridge telling them to slow 
              down, all of Rooster's official papers flew everywhere, an R2 unit 
              toppled over onto its side and a hydrospanner fell onto Mike's head. 
            
 "Damn Corsairs should have a speed supressor fitted," he muttered 
              as he rubbed his skull. 
            
The counter inside Rancor's A-Wing counted down. A message flashed 
              up on his screen. "Yeah Dazz, we're gonna ID a planet today." Another 
              message flashed up. "I dunno when we'll be back; you might have 
              to miss Bolts and Brass today." Another set of writing appeared. 
              "Well if your uncle is on it then you should have recorded it. I 
              don't care if he's the first microwave on the holonet." Rancor had 
              adapted his A-Wing several weeks ago allowing his R2 unit to come 
              along; Hyl had shown him how. Although he left the body of the unit 
              in his quarters he took the processor out and attached to a small 
              outlet within the cockpit. Not only did it enhance recon capabilities 
              it also gave him someone to talk to. Dazzler had been with him ever 
              since Rancor's teacher Ouvir had died; Dazz had been Ouvir's droid. 
            
A warning chime sounded. Rancor flicked the hyperspace lever and 
              the blue mists turned to star lines and then he was back in real 
              space with a huge red planet in front of him with a set of smaller 
              moons orbiting it. As the A-Wings closed in on the planet Dazzler 
              flashed a message saying 4 TIEs were inbound. Rancor quickly keyed 
              his comm. "Lead, Twelve. Breakfast, three-four-point-nine." Blindman 
              relayed the message and told Corsairs 2, 5 and 7 to engage and the 
              others to stay on target. The TIEs were taken out quickly. Rancor's 
              sensor package started blinking; it had picked up an Imperial stockyard 
              on the planet surface. 
            
"OK we're nearly there people. That's what we need but let's skim 
              past the planet surface to see if we missed anything," Blindman 
              ordered. 
            
The A-Wings glided through into atmosphere feeling hardly any effects 
              and prepared for a swift fly by. Suddenly something went wrong, 
              very wrong. Voices starting screaming in reports in absolute terror. 
            
"I'm reporting heavy fire here." 
            
"Mayday! I'm hit." 
            
"Does anybody copy? I'm taking heavy flak!" 
            
"All Corsairs pull up -- let's get outta here." 
            
"Too many lasers?can't see." 
            
"There must be hundreds of ground turrets, I, I?" 
            
"Shields out?..damage re??. ields, lasers, warh ?..." 
            
The A-Wings had flown straight into dozens of Imperial ground turrets 
              and the green fire was smashing at them all. They all started to 
              pull up and left the atmosphere. 
            
"All Corsairs report in -- damage report." 
            
The pilots all reported in and after 11 had finished there was 
              silence? 
            
"Corsair 12, report in." 
            
"12 are you there?" 
            
"I don't see him, Blindman?" 
            
"Rancor! Report damn it" Oh, no... "Man down. This is Corsair CO reporting 
              man down preparing to re-enter orbit to check for craft." 
            
Kallysto keyed the Corsair command channel. "Negative! We can't 
              afford to lose a commander -- if anyone goes down there they will 
              not return." 
            
Blindman could be heard taking a few deep breaths and then replied. 
              "Roger that, let's go home -- we've got what we came for. But this 
              isn't the end of the matter." 
            
As the A-Wing spun out of control Rancor could just make out the 
              surface through all the laser fire. He quickly grabbed Dazzler's 
              microchip and pressed the eject switch. Just as he rocketed out 
              of the fighter, it slammed into the ground and the explosion sent 
              his body hurtling through the air and smashing into a tree, then 
              he fell into the foliage below. 
            
An Imperial Cell Several Hours Later

            In the middle of the gunmetal-grey room was an operating table 
              held up by repulsor lifts. On it lay the naked body of Alastair 
              "Rancor" Harper, unconscious, battered, blistered and bled. An Imperial 
              officer stood above the body contemplating what to do about it, 
              around him were several Stormtroopers. After several minutes the 
              Imp nodded his head and said- 
            
"No. We won't let him die. I believe he is a member of Corsair 
              Squadron attached with the famed Rogue giving command the bait 
              for Renegade Wing is too tempting. Take him to the medical room 
              and put him in the bacta." 
            
The bacta felt good, like a cool breeze on a warm day. Rancor let 
              himself dream in there for several days. After awhile he began to 
              piece things together he remembered up to the crash but after that 
              it was a mess of dreams and reality. However he assumed he had been 
              captured and that there was no hope of a free life again. When he 
              felt his strength increase he opened his eyes and looked at his 
              body. His blood turned cold, where once his right arm had been there 
              was nothing but a mess of flesh inside a container attached to his 
              body. He had felt an incredible pain in his arm earlier but there 
              was so much pain from everywhere he hardly noticed. At least the 
              Imps thought to preserve the nerves --presumably a new arm would 
              be used as a bargaining tool later when the interrogation began. 
              As he looked outside he saw a man suddenly notice Rancor was awake. 
              The observer ran up and pressed something on the side of the container, 
              Rancor felt a prick on his neck then blackness. 
            
Meanwhile At The CRS Liberty

            "Sir, with all due respect, during your time as CO of Corsair you 
              never lost a man! You don't know what it's like. All I ask is for 
              a small lease to go and perform a search of the area -- it would 
              help with the information gathering on Vengeance." 
            
Captain Bob Lin was in the private office of Commander Vince "Stryker" 
              Rambo. Stryker pressed a button on his datapad. "You're in luck. 
              It has been revelealed that Task Force Vengeance is being sent to 
              stop Alliance support being gathered in the Airam Traders? sector. 
              Since the Imperial stockyard is the closest link to the operation 
              I have orders to organise a strike on the base and escort in a crew 
              of SpecForce marines who will conduct a full search of the area." 
            
Stryker handed other the datapad to the delighted pilot and they 
              started discussing preparations for the assault? 
            
The MC-80 Liberty entered real space five klicks from Travis and 
              immeaditly launched its fighters. Most of Captain Adam "Guardian" 
              Burns? Buccaneer Squadron entered a defensive pattern around the 
              Liberty. Bucc's B-wings pressed on, however, allowing Corsair and 
              Rogue's A-wings the point position as Rogue's X-wings encircled 
              the slow, unwieldy Bs. The A-Wings reached the atmosphere first 
              and they immeaditly started launching their ordinance. As each bomb 
              hit the ground a massive sheet of flame torched the surrounding 
              area and several small explosions could be seen within the fire. 
            
"That's the gun emplacements down; Buccaneer, it's your turn." 
            
The B-Wings fired several ion blasts at the complex's main building; 
              only a few were needed to disable any weapons. Once that was done 
              a pair of strike transports launched from the Liberty and proceeded 
              to the planet. Just as the craft finished docking with the stockyard 
              a new ship entered the system. 
            
"Victory Class Star Destroyer Interregator has entered the 
              system," reported the Liberty. 
            
Stryker quickly barked out orders and Bucc went to engage the VSD 
              with their advanced proton torpedoes. Corsair followed in close 
              escort and Rogue awaited any fighters that would launch form the 
              VSD. 
            
"Rebel fighters cease your assault now and no harm will come of 
              you, continue on your vector and we will be forced to destroy you." 
            
Several T/Is and T/Bs launched as the Imp finished his speech and 
              Rogue moved to engage. The Imps were slaughtered. Only one torp 
              hit the Liberty and it was easily soaked up by her shields. Just 
              as the VSD blew a message came from the transport saying they had 
              taken the base and there was minimal resistance. The marine commander's 
              opinion was that the Imps had finished using the plant and only 
              a handful of crew remained. Stryker acknowledged the marine and 
              told Corsair they were free to land on the planet. 
            
The Corsairs headed straight for the data banks with Rafeal "Hyl" 
              Costa Guerra leading the way. With his adept knowledge for computer 
              hacking and security detail he would undoubtedly be the best man 
              for the job. As soon as Hyl was seated and typing away the rest 
              of the Corsairs began to search the area. The computer was not so 
              easy to enter as was first expected, but after several hours and 
              endless slices the words "access granted" shone into the weary eyes 
              of Flight Officer Costa Guerra. Swiftly Hyl downloaded all files 
              into a disc and reported to Captain Lin and they headed home. 
            
Back Aboard The Liberty Soon After

            Hyl was busy tapping away at the keyboard while the other Corsairs 
              were in sim practice. Blindman had allowed Hyl to miss it this once 
              given the urgency of the search. After quite a while of working 
              his way around the complex Imperial network he found the log files 
              of the stockyard. They had indeed found Rancor and taken him off 
              planet, but where? Slicing codes was one of Hyl's favourite past 
              times but the one to give access to the commander's personal files 
              was giving him a headache. 
            
Eventually he was able to slice in but could only view low-level 
              data. This showed things such as arrival of transports and what 
              supplies they carried but nothing on prisoners. The only transport 
              that left soon after Corsair's recon was on high security. Hyl tried 
              to gain access to the information on the ship but it only led to 
              a request for more codes -- and more slicing. Eventually Hyl hacked 
              through and saw the destination of the transport. Hyl calmly activated 
              his comm and contacted Blindman in the sim room, "Sir I think there 
              may be a slight problem with the rescue." 
            
Aboard The Super Star Destroyer Vengeance

            The Imperial torture room reminded Rancor of a bar he often went 
              to on Tatooine, there were blood stains all over the wall and also 
              on the "tools" that decorated the walls. Rancor was strapped into 
              a electrode chair, with a truth analyzer attached to his skull. 
              The same Imperial officer from earlier was sat in a chair behind 
              a desk opposite him. By the door Ranc could see someone watching, 
              but his injuries and the darkness near the opening concealed whom. 
            
"Have a nice swim, Rebel?" The officer behind the desk began. "Good. 
              Let's begin. Should the analyser tell me at any point you are lying 
              you shall feel 100 volts surge through your body -- and then we'll 
              fix you up and continue our?interview." 
            
Rancor laughed at the comment. "Nice to see you guys have upgraded 
              your torture stuff since I was last here, but don't I get an Admiral 
              to ask me the questions, or is that just for secret service agents?" 
            
The man in the shadows stepped out into the light. "Oh yes you 
              do. Anyone who is associated with Rogue squadron is associated with 
              my future career as an Imperial. Especially you; I haven't forgotten 
              who you are." 
            
Rancor stared at the man, he was wearing a white Admiral's uniform. 
              The man was looking worse for wear getting on to about fifty, rather 
              obese and sporting a large cut above his left eye and thinning hair. 
              Rancor had seen him before -- years ago back when he was in the... 
              Rancor remembered the man and a grin appeared on his face. "Ahh, 
              yeah, hello Senn, how's that scar? Nice to see you've moved up from 
              the ranks since I last saw you." 
            
Senn laughed and asked, "How's the arm? Looks like I've got my 
              revenge." 
            
The young officer behind the desk looked shocked. "Admiral you 
              did not inform me you knew the prisoner, it would have greatly advanced 
              the investigation if you..." 
            
The Admiral silenced him with a wave of his hand. "Looks like you 
              to have moved up in the world, if that is possible in the Rebellion. 
              Last time we met you were nothing but a puppet for the leaders of 
              your so-called Alliance; now you are a puppet with an expensive 
              ship that you've blown up. Lieutenant continue your interrogation 
              and make sure you inform me when the prisoner breaks, it may be 
              awhile." The Admiral left without waiting for the Lieutenant to 
              salute. 
            
The Lieutenant pressed a button on his desk and a whining noise 
              could be heard. Rancor moved his head round and saw he was facing 
              directly into the needle of an interrogation droid. 
            
"Now we can do this the easy way or the hard way; either way is 
              fine by me?" 
            
Rancor scoffed at the lines. "Are you guys given a script back 
              in the academy? ?Cause you all say the same stuff." 
            
The officer tried not to look flustered and continued. "Tell me 
              the location of the CRS Liberty and you'll have a new arm. Don't 
              and die." 
            
"Have you seen my blaster -- y'see it's very rare and?" 
            
"Silence, if you continue like that I'm afraid I shall have to 
              set my droid on you." 
            
"Yeah, whatever, but also I had these magazines in the back of 
              my A-Wing -- Playalien it's called. This month is a special Twi'lek 
              edition and well I don't want any of your Stormies taking it as 
              it cost me several games of sabacc with Mike, and I'm sure you don't 
              want them with it either as it could cause a distraction so why 
              don't we just?" 
            
"Right. I tried to talk sense with you, now you leave me no alternative." 
            
The officer flicked a switch under the desk and the droid moved 
              in on the pilot. 
            
Several Hours Later In The Private Quarters Of 
              Admiral Senn

            "What do you mean he did not talk? You're incompetent! What range 
              was the interrogation droid on?" 
            
"Maximum sir, maximum interrogation. Normally when it's on that 
              they would tell what they got for their birthday when they were 
              two years old?but he just sat there grinning!" 
            
"Looks like he isn't in a talkative mood. I suppose we are forced 
              into this situation. Every time I look in the mirror I've dreamed 
              what I would do if I ever saw him again. Now I have him I've been 
              ordered to make him talk or? it is out of my hands, prepare a Corellian 
              Corvette. You're to be in charge of transporting him to Lusankya!" 
            
Meanwhile, Aboard The CRS Liberty

            "I'm afraid I'm going to change the tag on Rancor from captured 
              to captured presumed dead. If the Empire hasn't attacked us yet 
              then he didn't blab and that would mean they'll have killed him." 
              Blindman was speaking out to the other Corsairs. "This is war and 
              although we have been lucky enough not to lose many, we must not 
              think ourselves invincible, this was bound to happen one day." 
            
The Corsairs looked sullen at the loss of their comrade and decided 
              to go to the lounge and drink in his name. While they were there 
              a message appeared on Hyl's datapad; the Intel man's face changed 
              from wonder, to shock, to a grin. 
            
"Guys! Can the mourning, I think we may well have a mission to 
              do." 
            
A Briefing Room Aboard The CRS Liberty

            The room was a lot larger than the one used by Corsair earlier 
              and all pilots aboard the Liberty were seated within it. At the 
              front stood the Commanding Officers of the three squadrons and on 
              the stand was Commander Bill "Jedi" Morrison. Jedi began his briefing, 
            
"Gentlemen, this operation will be slightly different to the others 
              you will have encountered mainly because a friend of ours is who 
              we are rescuing. Originally Command did not wish us to bother with 
              rescuing just the one pilot but thanks to Admiral Ra?katt's persistence 
              on our behalf we have been granted allowance for the mission to 
              take part. We received the following information as a result of 
              Hyl's request to our spy network to be informed of any change in 
              Rancor's situation. A Corellian Corvette holding Rancor prisoner 
              as well as several pieces of important data on the SSD Vengeance 
              is doing a set of hyperspace jumps towards Coruscant. One of these 
              jumps ends in the Gourtain sector. That is where our attack will 
              take place. Buccaneer will disable the Blockade Runner while Corsair 
              provides escort. The only difference to this mission is that once 
              the ship has been disabled Rogue will enter in a transport and dock 
              with the Corvette. The reason behind this is we have not been granted 
              the use of Renegade's marines and since Rogue has had commando training 
              they should be able to do just as good a job as the marines anyway. 
              Once Rogue has finished and has hypered the rest of you get out 
              of there. Good luck and may the force be with you." 
            
Aboard The Corellian Corevette Wembley

            Two Imperial Stormtroopers were talking about their prisoner whom 
              was within a cell behind them. 
            
"So why don't they just kill him? That's what they normally do 
              with pilots." 
            
"Yeah but he's not just a pilot, apparently he used to work for 
              the Alliance SS, and not just the people who stay in bases light 
              years from anywhere hacking the holonet. Apparently he was working 
              in the field, but not the normal division, it was one unknown to 
              the Alliance leaders for the forces sake!" 
            
"So how come you know about it?" 
            
"One of his missions was to take documents from an Imperial garrison. 
              He was captured by Admiral Senn, who was then a captain, and tortured 
              by him. He escaped from his cell, broke into the officer's quarters, 
              captured Senn and dragged him out of the base to give him twice 
              as much torture as he'd given him, then he escaped. At least that's 
              what I heard." 
            
"Umm'think we could swap shifts with five and nine?" 
            
"Hah! Come on, buckle up. We're coming out of hyperspace," the 
              Stormtrooper opened a small grill attached to the door of the cell. 
              "Hey you we're coming out of hyperspace. Put on your safety belt." 
            
Rancor lay in the cold, dark cell thinking of what he would do 
              when he reached wherever he was going. A Stormie told him to buckle 
              up but he didn't bother. Rancor realized these hyperspace jumps 
              were a good opportunity (and probably his last) to make an escape. 
              Only problem was they weren't even going in the cell -- not even 
              passing him food. Rancor felt the rush as they entered real space. 
              There wasn't going to be an opportunity to escape, unless he makes 
              it? 
            
Suddenly Rancor started screaming in pain, grasping at what was 
              left of his right arm and saying something had ripped. 
            
"Please help me... ahhh!!" 
            
Rancor quickly grabbed a vein that had been disconnected from his 
              body when he had his nerves saved and ripped it off. He pulled at 
              a tooth, opening a present he'd never used during his time with 
              Special Services. He popped one of two capsules he'd concealed there 
              and blood started pouring out of it. The second one he kept clenched 
              in his fist. 
            
"Help me the laser stitching wasn't strong enough... ahh!" 
            
The stormtrooper looked through the grill. "Great, now what've 
              ya done?" 
            
The stormie called back up and a minute later the door flashed 
              open; Rancor blinked at the sudden light and saw 5 barrels pointing 
              at him. 
            
"Come on then, we'll take you to the sick bay." Rancor was pulled 
              up and they began to escort him when alarm klaxons went off and 
              battle stations were called. 
            
"Looks like your Rebel friends have showed up." A soft click was 
              heard within the Stormtroopers helmet. "Sir, this is four. I have 
              the prisoner here on approach to the med room, should I return him 
              to his cell? Yes, Sir, he looks bad, there's a lot of blood... Acknowledged." 
              Another low click could be heard, then the stormtrooper looked at 
              the others and said, "We're to continue escorting the prisoner to 
              the med bay." 
            
Rancor was laughing in his mind as he casually opened his fist 
              and dropped the capsule. As soon as he let go he went into action, 
              he jumped clear and spun around, dropping into a roll. A laser shot 
              over him and then an explosion ripped up behind him. Rancor smiled 
              knowing the crew would think the explosion was from the attacking 
              ships; he grabbed a blaster and headed for the bridge knowing that 
              someone there would know the whereabouts of his belongings. The 
              corridors were deserted, everyone was busy following orders either 
              controlling guns or managing fires. Suddenly just before Rancor 
              entered the bridge everything went dark. "Looks like my saviours 
              have disabled this thing." 
            
Rancor manually opened the door to the bridge and as soon as he 
              entered he looked around for someone he had seen before. He recognized 
              the Lieutenant who had performed the interrogation, but no one had 
              noticed him yet, they were to busy trying to restore power. Rancor 
              began cutting down all the officers as soon as they reached for 
              their blaster. The Lieutenant reached for his but Rancor shot it 
              out of his hand and aimed his blaster at the Imps head. The young 
              officer shouted for his comrades to surrender, cursing how his first 
              job as captain on a ship had gone so wrong. Rancor laughed at his 
              cowardice. "Now I believe you have several belongings of mine- a 
              blaster, a droid's microchip and I do believe you may have something 
              I lost some time ago. My Special Forces watch that was taken in 
              my previous encounter with Admiral Senn?" 
            
The Lieutenant lost it; he was tired, scared and not ready for 
              command "Yes, it's all in the container there. Please take them 
              and go just don't kill me, do what you want with the rest but don't 
              kill me, I'll tell you whatever you want to know?" 
            
Rancor smiled as he retrieved his belongings and swiftly downloaded 
              the ships' log onto Dazzler's chip, flicked his special blaster 
              onto single barrel and shot the Lieutenant straight in the head. 
              "He'll wake up in a few hours -- but right now he'll think he's 
              dead," he said to the other startled officers. Rancor could hear 
              laser fire in the background then suddenly a quick series of micro-shell 
              explosions echoed throughout the corvette. "Vids?" Rancor was familiar 
              with the distinct sounds of the gyrojet mini-rifle and that the 
              unique weapon was also carried by one Lt. Commander Michael "Vidster" 
              Videlka, XO of Rogue Squadron. Rancor ran through the corridors 
              to investigate and just as he turned the corner he saw a laser headed 
              straight for him, he quickly ducked and aimed his blaster at his 
              assailant. "Kid? Damn it, you nearly blasted me!" 
            
"Oh, sorry Rancor. Glad to see you had things taken into your own 
              hands," replied Captain Tony "Kid" Marco. 
            
"Excellent. That's one mission objective -- now we need the ships 
              data," Stryker shouted. 
            
Rancor smiled and said it was already taken care of. "Good. Let's 
              head home." 
            
Aboard The CRS Liberty's Lounge Several Days Later

            The lounge was crammed as always but today there was actually a 
              reason for the festivities. Rancor had returned from the med room 
              with a new arm, courtesy of David "Greywolf" Rollins, the Liberty's 
              resident prosthetic specialist. He was busy testing it out on any 
              punter who would take him on in an arm wrestle. Greywolf had told 
              him that the arm was strong enough to punch a hole in Durasteel, 
              and Rancor sure enjoyed proving it although Mixer wasn't so happy 
              about the hole that had appeared in his table. The penalty for the 
              damage had been drinks on Rancor's tab, which Mixer was readily 
              running up. 
            
Head of Liberty Security Lieutenant Kevin Koernig entered and headed 
              for Rancor. 
            
"Hey Kevin, have a drink on me!" Rancor said smiling as soon as 
              he noticed him. 
            
"Thanks, Rancor, but that's not why I'm here. Looking over the 
              logs you took from the Corvette it says you are a former SS agent. 
              Yet your pilot biography makes no mention of this. I spoke with 
              my contacts in the SS and they said that whenever they tried to 
              bring up files with your name they kept on getting a message saying 
              classified to code red. What's the deal?" 
            
Everyone looked at Rancor. They had seen him perform exceptionally 
              well in the training gym but they all just put it down to his bringing 
              up. 
            
"OK, OK, you got me. When I left the Alliance it says on my bio 
              that I just messed about, doing deals, smuggling, bounty hunting 
              that sorta thing -- but it's not true. Soon after I left I was approached 
              by a high ranking General, who's name must remain classified. He 
              asked me to join a classified outfit that basically did the real 
              hard stuff for the SS. Stuff the Alliance doesn't like to talk about; 
              mainly it was blowing up bases and sneaking in to places to gather 
              information. We had no direct contact with the Alliance, we all 
              lived at Coruscant as that's where most our missions took place. 
              Usually we worked alone but every now and again we worked in small 
              teams. We were told of our missions through data bursts that were 
              sent to us from the guys in charge. A special watch we were issued 
              received these. That's about it; eventually they disbanded our unit 
              on Coruscant, thinking it was getting too hot." 
            
Everyone was shocked at the revelation of a part of Rancor they 
              had never seen, and a part of the Alliance they had only heard whispers 
              of. 
            

Wolfman just smiled and said, "Rancor, I think you've had a drink 
              too many." Everyone laughed and the party carried on into the night?
            
      



    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Knight's Tale

            A flight of A-wings from Corsair Squadron raced through hyperspace, 
              en route to a hit-and-fade operation. The brilliant lights of hyperspace 
              lit the cockpits of the A-wings. The lightshow was dazzling, especially 
              to one pilot, Flight Officer John "Knight" Vorwald. He smiled for 
              a second, then looked down to check the clock. What it read brought 
              a chill to him.

            "Five seconds left..." Knight's voice stumbled. "I thought I was 
              past this? ever since the Imps... and Ray..." He trailed off and 
              started reliving the awful memories that had led him to his life 
              in the Alliance.

            
               * * *

            

            "I certainly hope we're back in time for the festival! I don't 
              want to miss all that food," Knight laughed loudly to an orange 
              Bothan, who was walking alongside him. "I got a message from Ray. 
              He says the Stalker will be in system. He might be able to get to 
              shore-leave and join us for the party!" Knight laughed again.

            "Yeah, after all it will be a party. Might as well invite the Imp!" 
              Toger grumbled.

            "Oh, come on. He's not like them. He's normal!" the young human 
              pilot protested.

            "He's an Imp! He's bound to be like them!" the Bothan exclaimed.

            "No! He's nothing like a normal Imp!" Knight persisted.

            "I'm sick of arguing about this. You can trust him all you want. 
              Just remember no one with the Empire can be trusted!" Toger gave 
              up.

            "Fine... I guess we're done arguing then. Did I give you a copy 
              of the flightplan for the convoy?" Knight asked.

            "You haven't yet, no." Toger sighed, then roared again, "We'd better 
              only be escorting this convoy back to your home and not all over 
              the galaxy!"

            "Calm down, Toger. This convoy is taking us straight home, nowhere 
              else. We shouldn't miss much." The alien growled something else 
              and walked off. "Yeah, see ya in the skies too!" Knight yelled and 
              walked back down the corridor. 

            "Y-wing Knight, you're cleared to leave orbit" A voice crackled 
              over Knight's headset.

            "Thanks control," he replied. Switching frequencies, he yelled, 
              "Hey, Toger! Good to see your fighter can still get off the ground!" 
              his wingman giggled.

            "Funny Toger. I could say the same about your shuttle too. So, 
              is the convoy out of orbit yet?"

            "Hey, this shuttle is in perfect order!" Toger boasted. "And yeah, 
              the convoy should be here."

            Knight scanned the space around him, looking for his wingman's 
              craft. He spotted a Lambda-class shuttle, and turned his fighter 
              towards it.

            "Shuttle Hunter and Y-wing Knight, we're ready to leave. It'd be 
              nice if you guys were here to escort us when we do," a voice, obviously 
              belonging to a captain of one of the freighters, called sarcastically 
              to the two escort ships.

            "Sorry for straying... uh, medium transport Mek' Trahab," Knight 
              lightly apologized.

            "Yeah sorry..." Toger whispered. "We're ready to go when you are!"

            Knight and Toger quickly caught up with the convoy, buzzing past 
              the Mek' Trahab as they went past.

            "We are very ready to go shuttle Hunter!" The sarcastic captain 
              chuckled. "Go to lightspeed on my mark-" the captain's tone turned 
              serious. "Now!" the captain commanded. All five ships shot off into 
              hyperspace.

            "Yeah, yeah, five seconds to realspace. I noticed, Astro!" Knight 
              grumbled to his picky R2 unit, which was seated in its socket behind 
              the cockpit. Knight looked up from the info on the screen in front 
              of him to see the tunneling light revert to pinpoints, and then 
              a big blue globe blossomed in his front viewscreen. "Ah, Garber. 
              Home sweet home!" Knight lingered his gaze for a few moments more, 
              then broke his stare at his homeworld to check for the convoy and 
              his friend's craft. 
            
"Hey Hunter, Knight!" the grumpy captain yelled cheerfully. "Thanks 
              for the escort!"

            "You bet, Mek' Trahab!" Knight replied cheerfully. 
            
"Yeah, thanks for paying us too!" Toger laughed loudly at his comment. 
              Checking his sensors, his eyes widened and he quickly keyed the 
              comm. "Umm, Knight?" Toger yelled, his voice filled with fear.

            "Yeah Toger?"

            "Should there be an Imperial Star Destroyer firing on your homeworld?" 
              Toger said nervously.

            "No... there shouldn't." Knight looked at the Star Destroyer. He 
              knew it was the Stalker. It was often in the system and would escort 
              Imperial convoys filled with grain grown from the planet. Knight 
              had helped escort many of the Imperial convoys with the Stalker, 
              and in fact he knew many of the TIE pilots aboard the Star Destroyer.

            Knight switched to an Imperial frequency and began shouting. "Star 
              Destroyer Stalker, what do you think you're doing!"

            "Knight, take your convoy and leave immediately, before we have 
              to destroy you too." The voice of a familiar TIE pilot filled his 
              ears.

            "Why are you doing this?!" Knight bellowed.

            "Didn't ya hear me? I said get outta here kid!" his friend, Ray, 
              yelled. "Get going before ya get fried!" A formation of four TIE 
              fighters shot past the convoy, firing warning shots and forcing 
              the convoy to go evasive.

            "Ray, how could you?!" Knight started to yell at the TIE pilot.

            "Go on! Take the convoy and run! You're too late anyway kid!" Ray 
              paused. "We, we didn't want to do this ya know." The TIEs started 
              to turn for another pass.
            
 
            
"Then why did you?" Knight continued to yell. "Answer me!"
            
 
            
"That was your last chance kid. Fine, don't run. We have orders 
              to destroy anything that enters the area during this op." Ray said 
              coldly. "We gave you your chance."
            
 
            
"You're some friend, Ray Baryan, ya know that?" Knight said calmly 
              (Ed. comment: HUGE switch from yelling to calm) as he brought up 
              Ray's TIE fighter on his CMD. "You taught me codes of honor and 
              morals that I fly by. You were my mentor! The rebellion propaganda 
              is right, you're all heartless!" Knight lined up his fighter with 
              Ray's TIE, the targeting box went green. Knight tightly squeezed 
              the trigger. Brilliant blue ion blasts ripped through the Imperial 
              starfighter. "And you can't live without a heart, friend."

            With the one TIE disabled, Toger started firing on the other three 
              fighters. "Umm... Knight, I seem to have bitten off more than I 
              can chew! Mind giving me a hand?" Toger blurted nervously.

            Knight whipped his Y-wing around to see his friend firing at a 
              TIE while two others were firing at the shuttle. "As usual, huh 
              Toger?!" Knight suddenly stumbled upon his words. "I'm, I'm on my 
              way buddy!"

            The two TIEs chasing Toger ignored Knight as he pulled up behind 
              them. Knight again pulled the trigger, releasing another round of 
              laser fire. The shots tore apart one of the TIEs. The other quickly 
              stopped firing at the shuttle and tried to pull onto Knight tail. 
              "Your six is clear Toger!" Knight called, his voice more stable.

            "Good to hear. Clear sailing from here!" Toger said as he finished 
              off the TIE he was chasing. "Want any help on the last one?"

            Knight swallowed hard, "Yeah... Sure." The last TIE, seeing he 
              was outgunned, started to run.

            "This is too easy!" Toger yelled, firing more blasts at the TIE.

            "Forget it Toger. He's already too far out. We won't catch him." 
              Knight called off his friend. Knight spun the fighter to face the 
              convoy. "Mek' Trahab, you wouldn't happen to have some empty space 
              in your hold would you?"

            "Well, we have just enough for a TIE fighter. Want us to pick up 
              your old friend?" the captain said with a big grin.

            "If you could be so kind," Knight said politely.

            "So, what're we going to do with him?" Toger murmured in serious 
              voice.

            "Hand him over to the rebels when we join," Knight said quickly.

            "What! Why, when!" Toger yelled, on the verge of questioning Knight's 
              sanity.

            "Yeah, after this, the Imps will have warrants for us," Knight 
              answered. "And we'll be leaving to join once we can get planetside 
              to help."

            "Well, we won't have to wait long. The Stalker is leaving as we 
              speak." The Mek's captain noted.

            "Then we ought to get down there and see what we can do, eh?" Knight 
              commented coolly.

            "Right with ya Knight," Toger called.

            "They didn't leave much, did they?" Toger said stumbling over some 
              debris.

            "No... No they didn't." Knight whispered, mourning the ruthless 
              killing of his family.

            Toger thought for a moment, "Any of your family make it through 
              the attack?"

            "Yeah. My cousin. He's up on the space station. Stalker never bothered 
              it." The anger rose in Knight's voice. He turned and walked quickly 
              to the Mek' Trahab.

            "Hey wait up!" Toger yelled climbing over a fallen wall.

            As they got closer, they could see the dozens of survivors swarming 
              around the Mek' and the other two freighters. Knight and Toger made 
              there way through the crowd towards the captain of the Mek'.

            "He's still in the brig." the captain said before Knight could 
              speak. "When you're done, could I speak to you two for a minute?"

            "Yeah, sure." Toger said. Knight didn't answer. He had already 
              stormed in.

            "I should've just blasted you when I had the chance, Baryan." Knight 
              growled at the slender figure seated in the shadows of the cell.

            "You didn't though. Why?" Ray stood, moving towards the cell door.

            "Why? Why! You betrayed me, my trust, and you betrayed the code 
              we follow..." Knight paused, trying to keep his composure. "I would've 
              killed you if it were not for these morals. I suppose that's why 
              I let you live. You were undone by the morals you turned your back 
              to." Knight went silent. He started to head for the door.

            "Knight...Knight, forgive me..." Ray stuttered.

            "Not yet. My family, who the Empire killed, won't let me." Knight 
              growled, rushing out the door before he did something he'd regret. 
              He slowed his pace in the hall. As he walked around the first corner, 
              Knight walked into the Mek's captain.

            "There you are Knight. I need to talk to you." The captain pointed 
              at Knight.

            "What about?" Knight sighed.

            "I wanted to talk to you about you and your friend joining the 
              rebellion." The captain said staring at the floor as they walked. 
              "I run supplies for the alliance," the captain whispered.

            Knight's eyes widened. "So you can take us where we can be recruited?"

            "Yes. That's if you still planned on it," the Mek's captain answered. 
              "Rebel ships will arrive to help the populace. You'll be able to 
              join officially then. They need pilots like you."

            "What about Toger?" Knight asked. "Is he joining too?"

            "He says he is." The captain nodded his answer.

            "What about Ray? Will the alliance deal with him justly?" Knight 
              said seriously.

            "I'm sure they will. It is what they are rebelling for," said the 
              captain. "They'll more than likely place him in a prison somewhere."

            The captain's words lightened Knight's mood. "Things are starting 
              to look up." Knight broke a weak smile. " By the way I never got 
              your name..."

            "Captain Terry Rivasky. Native of Alderran, at your service." Terry 
              bowed.

            "Okay, Terry. Lets get outside. We have a lot of work to do before 
              the rebels arrive," Knight said smiling for the first time since 
              he arrived home.

            
              * * *

            

            "All those years ago. It changed my life." Knight sighed. "I wonder 
              if I still would've joined had I not disabled Ray's TIE." Knight 
              paused slightly. "Had I not wanted him to see justice, would I be 
              here?"

            Before Knight could ponder his question the hyperspace trip ended. 
              Suddenly, Knight and the other Corsair pilots were at their destination.

            "There's the repair yard, full of powered-down ships! Get as many 
              as you can, then get out!" Blindman, Corsair Leader, ordered the 
              other Corsair pilots.

            "Well, no time to think about that now. Just so long as I'm here," 
              Knight smiled to himself. "That's all that matters. That I make 
              sure the morals Ray taught me don't die with Imperial rule." Knight's 
              smile got bigger. "Scary. I almost feel like thanking you, Ray Baryan."

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Valkyrie's Tale

            Paladin sat at the bar in the Liberty, glancing around the 
              lounge. The door slid open, and a young man in a new uniform stepped 
              into the room. In his hand he held a bottle of some swirling red 
              liquid. Looking at the man's face, Paladin could have sworn that 
              he knew the man. Standing to greet him, Paladin noticed the two 
              swords and a blaster sheathed at the man's waste. The young man 
              strode over to him.
            
"Paladin?" The man's voice was tentative.
            
"Elessar? Is that you?" Paladin finally remembered the man's face, 
              yet the personality did not match. His "little bro" had always been 
              a little cocky, and the man before him was withdrawn and quiet. 
              "I thought you had died."
            
"Elessar is dead. I am Valkyrie now."
            
Paladin saw the depth in the man's eyes, and knew what horrors 
              he had gone through. Both had fought in the same disastrous battle 
              as they fled their homeworld. "Where have you been? I haven't heard 
              from you for a while. I ..." he faltered, as he thought of the battle.
            
"I'm alive, big bro."
            
"Where?"
            
"Many places. It started at Lomabia, and ends with the death of 
              Elessar and the birth of Valkyrie..."
            

            


            
            
"Okay, pilots," began the briefing officer, "since we attacked 
              the Imperials, we believe that an act of reciprocity is imminent."
            
"C'mon, Commander! We can take them, can't we?" Jason "Elessar" 
              Fujita called out. A chorus of cheers came from the other pilots. 
              Elessar looked to Paladin, his older friend, and grinned. He was 
              probably the most confident person in the entire group--in fact, 
              he was probably too confident.
            
"Alright, let's all settle down." The speaker continued. "Okay, 
              since you spoke out first, and you seem so eager, you have been 
              assigned the position of Vermilion Leader, Elessar. This will get 
              you in the cockpit the fastest. You will have a flight of our Z-96 
              Knights. Remember, though these are improved Z-95s, they are not 
              superior in all areas."
            
"Yessir." Elessar said with a grin. "And our mission?"
            
"Your objective is to safe-guard the transports containing our 
              evacuating citizens. Make sure they get to the clear area, so that 
              they can jump out."
            
"What?" Elessar was indignant. "You're assigning me a mothball 
              mission? I need combat!"
            
"Look, someone has to guard the transports, and since you're so 
              eager to fly, I'm giving the job to you and the rest of your flight."
            
"But..."
            
"We need all of our trained warriors for the diversionary force. 
              The first set of transports leaves in fifteen minutes, Jason. Get 
              yourself and your flight prepped. Good luck."
            
Jason stood and saluted along with the other three members of his 
              flight. All of them were younger than him, probably having just 
              started their combat training. He stalked out of the door and towards 
              his room. The others followed until they too left for their rooms. 
            
When Jason reached his room, he realized the lights were on by 
              the soft buzz from the lighting fixtures within. He cautiously opened 
              the door and looked in. His green eyes scanned the area, and everything 
              seemed to be in place. He slowly stepped into his room.
            
Just as he took the first step, he saw a shadow move in the corner 
              of his eye. He spun, his warrior senses honed to a fine edge. The 
              shadow pounced at him. He leaned back, and as the shape hit him, 
              he rolled backwards and pinned it. Looking up, he saw the most beautiful 
              face he ever knew.
            
Before him was Katrina, his only love. He saw her beautiful brown 
              hair, and her deep brown eyes. Those eyes which were like pools 
              of knowledge, yet with a type of playfulness. Her smile showed her 
              shining white teeth, and she playfully kissed him.
            
Grinning, she leaned back. "Hey, Jason. I finally changed my transport 
              number. I'm leaving on the last ship. That's more time for us to 
              spend together." She grinned again.
            
This brought a smile to Jason's face, and he gazed at her face 
              for a long time. Finally, a look of concern passed over her face, 
              and in a worried tone she asked, "Did you get that mission you wanted? 
              I really don't want you to go with the diversionary force, Jason. 
              I'm afraid you won't come back to me."
            
Jason sighed, "No, I didn't. I'm with Vermilion flight. I have 
              been assigned the duty of escorting the transports out."
            
"I guess I won't have to worry about being well defended."
            
Jason glanced at his timepiece. "Oh! Gotta go, Katz. I won't be 
              able to land after each group of five transports, so I'll see you 
              at the resettlement."
            
"Okay." She kissed him again. "Good luck."
            
Jason grabbed his flight gear and dashed out to the flight deck.
            
Sitting in the cockpit of his Z-96 Knight, Jason glanced at the 
              picture of Katrina which was fastened to the canopy of his fighter. 
              Smiling at his memories, he turned his attention to his initial 
              launch check up. Finishing the check, he turned to his com unit.
            
"Vermilion Leader. All systems go."
            
"Roger, Vermilion." The flight officer's voice came through his 
              speaker. "Happy hunting. Keep those transports alive."
            
"Roger Hunter's Nest. Vermilion Leader requesting permission to 
              launch."
            
"Green light, go for it."
            
Elessar engaged the repulsorlifts on his Knight and hovered out 
              of the hangar. Once he was clear along with the rest of his flight, 
              he punched his engines and sped out toward the blackness of space. 
            
"Vermilion Leader to Vermilion flight. All ships report in."
            
"Vermilion Two here." The other's voice came in over the com.
            
"Vermilion Three here. I regret to report a slight malfunction 
              in my fighter's maneuvering jets. I must have missed it in the pre-flight 
              check."
            
Jason sighed. "Newbies," he thought. They seemed to complain about 
              the strangest things.
            
"Orders, sir? Shall I return to base?"
            
"Negative, Vermilion Three. Stay in formation. I doubt we'll encounter 
              anything on this mission anyway."
            
"Roger."
            
"Vermilion Four reporting."
            
"Alright. We're all here. Set Nav computer to Nav one and engage 
              the autopilot." He sighed as he thought of the mission ahead of 
              him and of all the excitement he was missing as a member of the 
              escort flight. "Get ready for some sleep, boys." He added as an 
              afterthought.
            
The mission went smoothly for the first four groups. As Jason was 
              returning, a report came in that a single Star Destroyer, a Frigate, 
              and two Corvettes had jumped in system. The diversionary flight 
              had been launched, though the danger of the Imperial fleet catching 
              the last set of transports was very slim.
            
As he rendezvoused with the last set of transports, the comm traffic 
              from the diversionary flight picked up--they had neared the enemy 
              fleet. Jason heard Paladin passing orders to his wing. After a short 
              while, Jason saw flashes of light fly back and forth between the 
              two forces. 
            
Finally, Jason met up with the last set of transports. Moving into 
              escort position, he switched to his Nav computer and studied the 
              map before him. Calculating the distance, he realized that he would 
              pass close enough to the battle that he would be able to skirmish 
              with the enemy's TIE squadrons.
            
Moving along the escape path, Jason finally came close enough to 
              the battle that he could engage the enemy. 
            
"Alright, Vermilion Flight. Vermilion Two and Four, break off of 
              escort and follow me. Vermilion Three, stay with the transports. 
              We'll meet you at the jump point."
            
"Roger, Vermilion Leader. Do you think that's a good idea?"
            
"We might as well help them out, right?"
            
"I guess so Vermilion Leader."
            
The three Knights turned and flew towards the distant battle.
            
"Okay, Vermilion Attack, we're approaching the battle. The tactic 
              is hit and run. Engage as many as you can, but don't get yourself 
              swarmed. Remember, we still have to get out alive."
            
The two pilots acknowledged. 
            
"Accelerate to attack speed and let's get them!"
            
The three Z-96s accelerated and angled towards the nearest flight 
              of TIEs. The TIE fighters, realizing the new threat, turned to engage 
              the Knights.
            
"Vermilion Two, break right. Vermilion Four, break left. Engage 
              them in single combat. I'll take the remaining two."
            
The two other Knights broke off, taking a TIE each with them. Jason 
              continued to close on the remaining two TIEs. Switching his two 
              sets of triple lasers to fire-linked, he targeted the nearest TIE 
              and fired a blast of six lasers at it. The fighter broke out of 
              formation, breaking left to dodge the blasts. Unfortunately, the 
              TIE behind him was not so lucky. Not realizing that he would be 
              hit, his fighter's port solar panel was ripped off by the lasers. 
              The remains of his fighter spun out into space.
            
Turning to the other fighter, Jason maneuvered his fighter so that 
              it was behind the TIE. However, the TIE's superior maneuverability 
              allowed it to pull away from the slower Knight. Pulling as tight 
              an immelman as possible, Jason looped around and tried to come up 
              on the TIE from the opposite direction. Punching off a deflection 
              shot, he smiled as his target exploded.
            
"Yes! That's another scratch on the board!" Jason called.
            
Turning to his tactical display, he realized that Vermilion Four 
              was still engaged with his target.
            
"Vermilion Leader, what the hell are you doing?" Paladin's voice 
              screamed over the intercom.
            
"Just getting a few kills of my own," replied Elessar, in his own 
              cocky way.
            
"Get back to those transports! Your job is to defend them!"
            
Glancing at his tactical again, Jason saw the transports were almost 
              to the jump point. He also saw Vermilion Four was deeply engaged 
              with three TIEs, and that Vermilion Two was moving to assist.
            
"They're out in the open, big brother. C'mon!"
            
"Get back there, Vermilion Leader."
            
"They're f--" Just as he was about to finish his sentence, he saw 
              three large shapes drop out of hyperspace right next to the transports. 
              The Imperial Star Destroyer and two Corvettes immediately turned 
              on the lone Knight and its transport wards.
            
"Damn!" Jason cursed. "Vermilion Flight, form up! We've got to 
              get back to those transports."
            
Kicking in all of his fighter's boost, Jason lanced toward the 
              group of transports. Glancing back, he saw Vermilion Two moving 
              to comply, while Vermilion Three was still engaged in battle.
            
"Vermilion Leader to diversionary flight. We've got new bogies 
              on screen. One Star Destroyer and two Corvettes just jumped in right 
              on top of the transports!" He was panicked. He had to get back. 
              Katrina was counting on him.
            
"Let's go, let's go!" Jason thought to his fighter. He urged it 
              on with every drop of his will, but it still seemed that he was 
              going too slow. He watched as the Star Destroyer launched its wing 
              of TIE Fighters and Interceptors, which instantly engaged the lone 
              Vermilion Three.
            
"Vermilion Leader, this is Paladin. I'm on my way."
            
As Jason raced towards the transports, he cursed himself for his 
              cockiness. By now, Vermilion Three had been destroyed, and Vermilion 
              Four had lost his shields.
            
"Help me! Someone help me! Oh God!" Jason heard his voice pleading 
              over the com. "Ah, Hell!" Jason winced as he saw a flash behind 
              him and a green blip winked off of his radar.
            
Having dispensed with Vermilion Three, the TIEs all turned to engage 
              the remaining two Knights, while the capital ships pounded the transports. 
              In a matter of seconds, two were gone. All around Jason, TIEs swarmed 
              by, their green lasers impacting against his shields and shorting 
              out his ship's internal systems. He fired back continuously, often 
              hitting the enemy, but he didn't count kills. All he could think 
              about was making it to the transports.
            
Distantly, he heard Vermilion Two's death scream. All of the TIEs 
              were focused on him. He didn't deviate one bit. Though he know he 
              wouldn't make it, he had to try. The lasers had made swiss cheese 
              of his shields. Already, some of them were piercing his hull and 
              damaging his fighter. 
            
Angling his fighter up a little, Jason fired off his only four 
              proton torpedoes towards the nearest corvette. Another two transports 
              disappeared in flashes of fire. He knew Katrina was on the last 
              transport. She had to be.
            
He turned the com on. "Jump already, Jump!" He cried to the transport. 
              Still, it continued its slow lumbering movement. He glanced at his 
              tactical. Some of the TIEs had broken off and were engaging the 
              diversionary force, holding them back. The warriors of Lomabia were 
              now flanked. They flew with all of their greatest skill and courage, 
              yet still they fell.
            
Jason turned back to the transport. All around him TIEs and laser 
              fire danced. He could now see the transport being rocked by continuous 
              laser fire. He watched the armor peel off in sheets. The TIEs surrounding 
              him all launched their missiles at him, as he watched a laser bolt 
              trace in towards the final transport. The missiles were closing, 
              as was the laser. He made one last plea.
            
"God, please, jump. Jump, damn it, jump!" he yelled at the transport. 
              Finally, the laser pierced the transport, and the engine went up 
              in a ball of fire.
            
Jason screamed. "Katrina!!" He was in a rage of insanity. He turned 
              towards the Star Destroyer.
            
Faintly, he heard Paladin's voice over the intercom. "Get the hell 
              out of there, Elessar! Turn back!"
            
The missiles closed. Under his breath, Jason whispered, "Alright, 
              you damn bastards. It's you and me. You're all mine!" Jason felt 
              a strange feeling swelling up within him. The galaxy opened up before 
              him. There was a flash of light as the missiles detonated. Elessar 
              was no more.
            

            


            
            
Jason awoke from sleep to darkness. He groaned. "Where the hell 
              am I'" He glanced around and tried to get his bearings. "If I'm 
              dead, and this is heaven; it's not what I thought it would be."
            
He heard a beep. Glancing down, he realized that he was still in 
              the cockpit of his Knight. There was no feeling of weightlessness, 
              so he couldn't be in space. He popped the canopy. Glancing around, 
              he realized that no vacuum had sucked him up. 
            
Around him, he heard the chirps of birds and the sounds of a forest. 
              Finally his vision came to him, and he realized that he was surrounded 
              by a dense forest.
            
Climbing out of his fighter, he turned and glanced at his fighter. 
              Surprisingly, for a crash landing, his fighter wasn't in that bad 
              of condition. With a few minor repairs, Jason could get the fighter 
              on-line again.
            
After a few hours of repair, his fighter was in an operational 
              status. It wasn't quite at top-notch, but it would fly. Climbing 
              into his fighter, Jason lifted off and got a view of the world from 
              a bird's eye view.
            
In the distance, he saw a pillar of smoke twisting upwards from 
              an amorphous cloud. Realizing that this was most likely a center 
              of population or industry, he flew towards it.
            
A few hours later, he landed in the middle of the polluted town. 
              The people passing by glanced at Jason and his fighter, but continued 
              on with their own business. Standing in a dark alley, he saw three 
              dark figures lurking.
            
Turning towards a bar he had seen earlier, he started to walk towards 
              it. As he entered it, all of its occupants turned and looked towards 
              the figure in the doorway, with a sheathed broadsword strapped to 
              his back. 
            
Jason stepped in and walked towards the bartender. His eyes darted 
              back and forth. As he reached the counter, he opened his mouth to 
              speak, but shut it quickly. He sat there and reprimanded himself 
              mentally. "Where's my confidence? Where's that strange cockiness 
              I used to have?" Finally he remembered failing to defend the transports. 
              He remembered Katrina, whose picture was still in his cockpit. A 
              tear came to his eye.
            
"Hey! Bub! You gonna order or what?" The bartender asked impatiently.
            
Without looking up, Jason ordered the strongest drink in the house. 
              The bartender turned to pour the drink, and as he did, Jason gathered 
              his confidence. When the bartender turned around, he placed a fiery 
              red drink in front of Jason. Jason picked up the glass and looked 
              deeply into the drink.
            
The swirling red of the beverage seemed to hypnotize him for a 
              moment. Finally, he looked up and asked, "What's it called?"
            
"It's a suicide," the bartender said with some emotion. "It's for 
              whenever you want to get away from something...and it looks like 
              you need that now."
            
Sighing, Jason whispered an acknowledgment. The bartender turned 
              around and pulled a bottle from the wall. "Here. Take this. You 
              look like you've been through something horrible." He started to 
              turn away.
            
"Wait." The bartender turned back. "What planet am I on?" The man 
              next to Jason looked at him intently and moved to another seat.
            
"You're on Mortem, planet of suffering. Anyone who needs to get 
              away comes here. There's no law whatsoever."
            
Jason nodded his thanks and downed the entire Suicide in one gulp. 
              The bartender looked away. A warm feeling flooded Jason, and the 
              burning of the alcohol seemed to soothe him. Again, he was lost 
              in the swirling red. He managed to whisper, "Good stuff," before 
              passing out on the floor.
            
Jason awoke on the doorstep to the bar. The door was closed. Wrapped 
              in his arms was the bottle of Suicide the bartender had given him. 
              He was still in a daze, but managed to crawl over to his Knight. 
              Placing the bottle carefully in the cockpit, he turned and glanced 
              around. He heard a scream.
            
"Kat?" In the dark alley he saw the dark figures attacking a female 
              figure. His vision blurred, and again he saw the beautiful face 
              of his beloved Katrina.
            
He shook his head. The image of Katrina was replaced by that of 
              a woman wearing dirty gray rags. Drawing his Lomabian sword, Jason 
              rushed the figures. The blade hummed in his hand. Just as he neared 
              the group, they all turned and attacked him with sticks. 
            
Surprised by the sudden change, and still dazed by the suicide, 
              Jason reacted slowly to the attack, and barely parried each of the 
              attacks. Finally moving to the offensive, he swung his sword one-handed, 
              and decapitated one of his attackers. Twirling around, he was caught 
              in the back by a club. The blast shot through his spine, and he 
              dropped to the ground. He was hit again and again. Finally, he was 
              unable to stand.
            
The two remaining figures picked up his limp body and dragged him 
              into a dark tunnel. When light finally came, Jason found himself 
              in a great hall, which was filled with glowing candles and shimmering 
              pictures. Before him sat a well built man with swords hanging from 
              each side of his waist.
            
The man stood and strode over to Jason. "What's you name, son?" 
              he asked in a nice tone.
            
"Who are you?" retorted Jason, too angry to reply.
            
The man laughed. "Okay, you can let him go." Jason stood up, and 
              the guards turned and left to stand by the entrance. "You only need 
              to know me as Black Wolf."
            
"Very well, then I am Ele...no. I am no longer Elessar. I have 
              no identity at the moment." Just then, another cloaked figure walked 
              in, holding a box of items. Emptying it on the floor, Jason realized 
              that they were the items from his Knight.
            
Among them were his family emblem, his extra clothes, his family 
              heirloom, and the picture of Katrina. Wolf scanned the objects. 
              The another figure through Jason's Lomabian sword at Wolf's feet. 
              The blood streaked across the stone floor.
            
"A warrior, huh?"
            
"I was a warrior...and a guardian...but now I am nothing. I have 
              lost it all."
            
"You mean the girl in the picture?"
            
"Yes. I should have been there. I should have stayed to protect 
              her, but I didn't."
            
"A failed protector?" Wolf spoke the words softly. "Then I shall 
              call you 'Valkyrie' so that you will never again forget you mission."
            
Jason looked up and smiled. At the same time, Wolf stooped and 
              picked up the family heirloom. It was a long sword version of the 
              Lomabian Broad Sword. Unsheathing it, Wolf activated the sword, 
              and the slight hum of the vibro blade filled the quiet room. Looking 
              at the emblem on the hilt, Wolf glanced down at the short sword 
              on his waist. He unattached it, and handed both weapons to Jason. 
              "Seeing as how the symbols match, I'm guessing this is also yours."
            
Jason handled to two blades. A matched pair. "I cannot fight two 
              handed, I fear. Perhaps you should keep them."
            
"No. I have pity. I know what it is like to lose a loved one. We 
              will teach you to fight, and then send you on your way. You must, 
              however, forever keep the name 'Valkyrie.'"
            
Jason agreed. The training began immediately. For two months he 
              trained with Wolf, learning the style. By the time he left the planet, 
              he was the best sword fighter on the planet.
            
Now, glancing towards the Nav computer in his Knight, Jason inputted 
              the coordinates given to him by Wolf in exchange for his Lomabian 
              Broad Sword. Bidding the planet Mortem good-bye, he engaged his 
              hyperdrive and leaped through space.
            
Coming out of hyperspace, he saw before him a Mon Calamari Cruiser. 
              He had reached the Rebellion.
            

Retribution was coming...

            
      



    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            End of an Era

            Maybe at a different time, a different place, a different person 
              even, the situation would have been happier. As the young man sat 
              in the back of the lounge, as he always did, Flight Officer Mike 
              "Wolf" Kern watched the end of an era. The era where a wonderful 
              collection of people had once gathered at that table to play a game 
              of sabacc, to swap war stories, just to talk. Now they were all 
              gone, and all that was left were the echoes of a time long since 
              passed.

            He'd watched it all, sitting quietly in the back corner of that 
              lounge. The pilot hardly made himself noticed, never inviting anyone 
              to sit with him, nor accepting invites from others. They had all 
              come and gone, the youngsters and hotshots, but there were a core 
              of those who would never die. They, and they alone, would be the 
              ghostly crew that would forever haunt the CRS Liberty.

            Wolf had seen and watched as things began to change as the old 
              guard was retired from active duty. Sometimes he felt it was all 
              ending. They'd had the time of their lives, but now it was time 
              to move on, make more memories. He acknowledged that need, but found 
              himself recalling the memories lost.

            #

            She had been there the day his battered Z-95 had arrived on the 
              CRS Liberty. In fact, she'd been the first one of the Liberty 
              crew to meet him. Aradia "Slicer" Emerson had been there, and now 
              she was leaving.

            When the news came in that Slicer was retiring to other things, 
              Wolf was crushed. She was really the only one who he'd talk to. 
              She was one of the only ones to hear about his sister's death and 
              his orphaned childhood. Slicer was his best friend aboard the Liberty, 
              and now she was leaving him.

            The day of her departure had come and the entire wing had assembled 
              in the hangar to see her off. The entire wing, save one. Wolf was 
              lying in his bunk, staring at the ceiling, when his quarters' buzzer 
              went off.

            "Enter," he said sadly. The door slid open slowly and in the doorway 
              stood Slicer, leaning slightly against the wall. Her auburn hair 
              hung like a halo around her angelic face as she stared at him with 
              glazed eyes. Wolf met that gaze, his solemn stone-edged expression 
              never changing.

            She took a tentative step forward, but stopped. "May I, err, come 
              in?" Wolf nodded and she walked deliberately to the unoccupied cot 
              next to him. Wolf had had the fortune to be one of the only Liberty 
              pilots to get an unoccupied room.

            Slicer looked down at the floor, her hands tightly knit together 
              as she searched for words. Before she could begin speaking, Wolf 
              broke the silence.

            "Listen," he said, tearing his gray eyes away from their stare 
              at the doorway. "You don't have to say anything. This is your call. 
              It's what you need to do. We both knew that this group wouldn't 
              be together forever?" his voice lowered to a whisper. "It's one 
              of the untold horrors of war."

            Biting her lower lip, Slicer gripped her hands tighter, their knuckles 
              becoming white from tension. Releasing her hold, she suddenly gripped 
              his hands with a firmness that portrayed her sadness more so then 
              any words. "I don't want to leave, honestly I don't"

            "I know. Hell Slicer, I wouldn't want to keep you from a career 
              opportunity where you could be blasting Imps three times over what 
              you're doing here. Talk of a major offensive seems to be in the 
              air. I hope you get to the front lines."

            Buccaneer's former executive officer smiled but a tear ran down 
              her flush cheeks. "I don't. Stang! I'll miss everyone so much. Guardian, 
              Corsair Leader, Rogue Leader, all the way down to the punk kids 
              like you who think they own the skies." Wolf chuckled slightly and 
              she joined him, but it lasted but a short time.

            "This grand gathering, this circle of friends we have here, I'll 
              remember it forever. I've had the time of my life. I know I'll spend 
              many nights alone out there, thinking of all of you. I know I'll 
              cry... me? you believe it?" Wolf gave her hands a slight squeeze. 
              "I believe it. I've seen a softer side of you," he hesitated. "Once 
              in a while."

            Again they laughed together. "I'll never forget it, as long as 
              I may live." she looked deep in his eyes. "You won't forget me, 
              will you?"

            The Corellian pilot looked at her seriously for a second, then 
              shook his head slowly. "I'll never forget. I could never forget."

            "You have that about you Wolf. You don't forget. I know that now," 
              she gently pulled Wolf's locket out from around his neck. "I don't 
              want to die alone kid," she said and reached into her pocket.

            Wolf looked away. "My sister said that too"

            "I know Wolf, I know. Here"- she squeezed a metal chip into his 
              hand-"If I die, please, just, someday think of me, and remember." 
              Wolf promised her that he would. The chronometer beeped.

            Slicer looked at it quickly and stared at the floor again. "I have 
              to go, I just have to. I don't want to say it, oh kid, goodbye."

            "No," he said quickly and looked her strait in the eye. "No goodbyes. 
              They mean that I'll never see you again. I'll see you around."

            Slicer sniffed. "Yeah, right, see you around kid."

            She stood up and went to the door, but then turned back, smiling. 
              "And every time I see a junky old Z-95, I'll think of you. Maybe 
              I'll even hail it, just to see if it's your voice I hear?" She trailed 
              off, unable to go on. Wolf looked at her, a smile of his own shining 
              on his youthful face. "I'll be listening."

            "I know Wolf. I hope you find her, you deserve that." She smiled 
              one last time and left.

            As the door shut behind her Wolf hung his head and whispered, "Goodbye."

            #

            He had not gone to her departure. Wolf had long ago decided against 
              seeing friends leave, because he knew that he would never see them 
              again. Goodbyes were so final to him... he preferred to keep the 
              hope that someday this ensemble would once again be sitting together 
              at the sabacc table, nostalgic stories being retold. Wolf knew that 
              would never happen.

            He opened the clasp to his locket and flipped Jana's image off. 
              The chip Slicer had given him would be used. He slipped it in, and 
              the picture of Slicer sitting in the cockpit of Wolf's battered 
              Z-95 Headhunter, smiling, shot up. Wolf smiled back at the image. 
              She'd been fixing some broken component aboard the old starfighter 
              when he'd taken the shot, using it as evidence against her I'd-never-be-caught-dead-in-that-thing 
              statement towards his personal transport.

            He closed the locket and placed it back under his flight tunic. 
              Ordering another Kiola, Wolf closed his eyes: envisioning that sabacc 
              game, seeing that era again, seeing it again for the first time. 
              It was those ghosts that he'd never forget. He could not forget. 
              Oh how he'd miss it, how he'd miss it all when this time was gone 
              forever.

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            "Heroes For Just One Day"

            Flight Officer Mike "Wolf" Kern walked into the Lounge as he did 
              every minute he wasn't flying. Fingering the credits in his pocket, 
              Wolf slid onto one of the many open stools at the bar. 
            
To his surprise Mixer wasn't at the bar table. Instead one of the 
              usual cooks was the man-with-the-towel. When Wolf popped the question 
              on a nearby tech, he was informed that the droid was in repairs. 
            
The bartender came down to him and wiped the table in front of 
              him with the towel he carried over his left shoulder. "What can 
              I getcha?" he said good-naturedly. Wolf frowned for a second, but 
              then pointed towards a bottle. "Whatever that is." 
            
The bartender's eyes widened. "Mister, you don't want that." Wolf 
              leaned forward and closed his eyes to slits. "And why not?" Backing 
              away, the bartender took the bottle down. "This stuff is dangerous, 
              200 proof version of a Full Throttle. One shot of this will have 
              you shooting Imps down with your head." 
            
Wolf growled. "Then make it three shots." The bartender only shrugged 
              and complied, pouring three shot glasses full of the fizzy, golden 
              liquid. "Rough day?" he asked. Wolf nodded and gulped down the first 
              shot glass. 
            
"Man, you must have," the bartender said, seeing no reaction from 
              the Corsair pilot. "What happened?" Wolf drained the second glass 
              and looked at him. "I'd rather not talk about it. I still don't 
              believe it and I lived through it." 
            
Watching him chug the last shot down, the bartender poured him 
              another. "Hey, it's okay. I'm not gonna tell anybody." Wolf eyed 
              him suspiciously as he downed his fourth shot of the stuff. "Pour 
              me another and I'll tell you." The bartender complied and Wolf picked 
              it up and swished it. "Well it all started when I was walking down 
              to my quarters for some well-deserved rest when..." 
            

              * * *

            

            "Hey Wolf, wait up a second!" Wolf heard the voice of Renegade 
              Wing's senior officer come from behind him. Immediately, Wolf turned 
              and snapped a quick salute. Commander Vince "Stryker" Rambo waved 
              it off and caught up to him. "At ease, Flight Officer." 
            
Stryker took a second to catch his breath and then took out a datapad. 
              "What is it, Commander?" Wolf asked. "Death Star plans... no, listen." 
              He trailed off, gathering his notes. "I've noticed your increased 
              interest in joining Rogue Squadron. Your abilities have become quite 
              impressive." 
            
Wolf was about to thank him when Stryker held up his hand and smiled. 
              "And so, I've assigned you the next twenty 3-am patrols?" Wolf's 
              eyes widened but Rogue Leader wasn't finished. 
            
"Oh, and I hope you don't mind that I selected you to accompany 
              me on a deep-penetration recon flight into Imp territory without 
              support." 
            
Furrowing his brow, Wolf smirked. "Why no, of course not." 
            
"Good, we leave at 0200 hours. See you then." As Stryker walked 
              off, Wolf smiled to himself. Such a kidder that guy is. 
            

              ***

            

            Wolf sat in his A-wing cussing quietly to himself. 0145 hours, 
              this is upsetting. In the maintenance bay beside him, Stryker was 
              checking his data-readings. Wolf made out a distinct deep-inhale. 
              "Ah, smell that morning recycled air. I just love these things." 
            
That makes one of us, Wolf said to himself. "Okie doke," Stryker 
              commed in. "Ready?" Wolf replied with an affirmative and raised 
              his A-wing up on its repulsorlifts to follow Stryker into the ready-two 
              position. 
            
Looking out his bubble-canopy, Wolf saw that the hangar was all 
              but empty. Even Mike's not out this early, stang, the Force ain't 
              up this early. Keeping his gray eyes on Stryker's exhaust, he followed 
              Rogue Leader's A-wing out into the vacuum of space. 
            
"Ah" Stryker sighed again. "Feels good to fly an A-wing again, 
              speed." Wolf had to confirm that statement as he pulled tight onto 
              Stryker's heels. Accelerating to one hundred percent engine power, 
              the two-ship flight passed the nav buoy and slowed to jump speed. 
            
"Downloading nav coordinates to you Wolf," Stryker informed the 
              Corsair pilot. "Hyper on my mark." Wolf set his navicomputer. "Stand 
              by," he said and pulled back the lever that shot his A-wing into 
              hyperspace. 
            

              * * *

            

            "I should really stop," Wolf said as he downed his sixth shot of 
              the liquor. "No, no, its on me," the bartender said and poured another 
              three shots. "What happened next? You went into hyperspace and all, 
              that's fine-and-dandy, but what's so bad?" 
            
Wolf shook his hands at him. "Ju' just wait, it gets be' better," 
              he said groggily. Quickly gulping down another glass, Wolf grabbed 
              the bartender by his collar. "You can bet your star-trails it gets 
              better, those stupid starlines were making me nauseous, or may' 
              maybe its this dr' drink." 
            
"Please," the bartender said, pushing him back down into his seat. 
              "Continue, its most intriguing." Belching rather loudly, Wolf pointed 
              his finger out the viewport. "I'll say, I don't get it but it happened, 
              w' well when we came out of hyberplace" 
            

              * * *

            

            Wolf pulled back on his hyperspace levers and the starlines reverted 
              back to tiny points of light. "Initial readings, nada, Rogue Leader." 
              He saw Stryker come out of hyperspace a tenth of a second later. 
              "Same here Wolf, same here. Proceed to nav buoy 113-18b. I'll go 
              to 18a." 
            
"Tally-ho and whatnot," Wolf uttered and gunned his tiny starfighter 
              for the nav buoy. The little green, flashing dot that represented 
              the thing popped up on his CMD. "Hey while we're out here, let's 
              get some target practice with some" 
            
"Nice try," Stryker said, cutting him off. He knew that Wolf and 
              the rest of the Liberty's pilots would just love to waste a sitting-duck 
              nav buoy, but he caught him this time. "Cashews," Wolf said, dejected. 
            
Suddenly, an anomalous blip appeared on his screen. "Sir! Picking 
              up, something out there?,can't get a fix" Then, it appeared. The 
              ship lumbered out of hyperspace, its bulbous projections glowing. 
              "It's an Interdictor! We'd better hyper, it's powering up its gravity 
              projectors!" 
            
"Negative on that, an Impstar just jumped into our way," Stryker 
              said gravelly. Then, another ship appeared, this time to his six. 
              "Picking up yet another Impstar at 6 o'clock!" Swiveling his head, 
              Wolf caught sight of the gargantuan Imperial starship. 
            
"Any thoughts?" Stryker asked. 
            
"This is not normal," Wolf answered. More blips. "Great, as if 
              the party wasn't crowded enough, tracking at least three squadrons 
              of eyeballs and squints?,heading our way... well duh they're heading 
              our way." 
            
Stryker let out another sigh. "Okay, three options. One, we hightail 
              it and risk running out of fuel. Two, we land on a nearby planet 
              and be on the run for the rest of our lives or three, we blow some 
              Imps up." 
            
Now Wolf sighed. "Well considering there's two of us and a billion 
              of them" 
            

              * * *

            

            And then we fragged the last of the TIEs and proceeded to wipe 
              out the Impstars saving the Interr' Inter' Interdic' Interdictor 
              for lah' last. Man that blindspot can be really big." 
            
Finishing off his fifteenth glass, Wolf attempted to stand up from 
              his sitting position and grabbed the bar-rail. Turning towards the 
              bartender, Wolf smiled. "Heh, that was so excitin' I have go tell 
              someone else." 
            
The bartender watched him walk out of the bar, given his three 
              falls, and then turned to the man who had been sitting next to the 
              Corsair pilot, identified by a commanding officer's patch. The man 
              just smiled as the bartender tapped him on the shoulder and pointed 
              after Wolf. 
            

"No more alcohol for that man." 

             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Spectre's Tale

            It was 22:30 hours aboard the Liberty. A thoroughly exhausted 
              Lieutenant Jeff "Spectre" Mitchell wandered into the Lounge. He 
              was still dressed in his flight suit and had his helmet tucked under 
              his right arm. His short brown hair was totally disheveled and generally 
              he looked as though he'd been in a losing battle with a wampa. His 
              entire body was sore and he had a dull, throbbing headache.

            There were a few patrons in the Lounge on this evening, but no 
              one Spectre recognized immediately. He'd been on board the Liberty 
              for two weeks and was still getting to know names and faces. Spectre 
              shuffled his way over to the bar and sat down on one of the free 
              stools. He put his helmet on the empty stool beside him as Mixer 
              rolled up and asked what he'd like.

            "Double Corellian whiskey please Mixer, straight up with no ice," 
              he replied wearily. As Mixer brought him his drink, Spectre pulled 
              a datapad out of the front pocket of his flight suit. He clicked 
              the device on and slowly read its contents. His drink arrived shortly 
              thereafter and he took a swig. The whiskey tasted very good, and 
              after his second swallow he could feel the soreness begin to slowly 
              fade from his aching muscles. As he resumed his reading, Michael 
              "Vidster" Videlka strode into the lounge. He saw Spectre immediately 
              and made his way over to the bar.

            "Spectre! Good to see you," Rogue Squadron's XO said, taking the 
              free seat beside the newest Corsair pilot. "I heard you were flying 
              today, for real. How did it go?" Vidster took a quick glance into 
              the contents of Spectre's glass, trying to contain the look of surprise 
              that appeared on his face. "Not very well I gather, you don't drink 
              hard liquor very often," Spectre looked away from his datapad and 
              managed a crooked smile as Vidster sat down.

            "Well sir, I'll tell you, I've never spent 5 hours straight in 
              an A-wing before. I think the A-wing cockpit has to be the single 
              most uncomfortable place in the entire universe," Spectre concluded, 
              draining his whiskey and turning off his datapad. Vidster laughed.

            "Yes Spectre, I think you're right. I'll take the roominess of 
              an X any day," he replied, smiling. "Let me buy you a refill and 
              you can tell me what happened. Why did the mission take so long 
              anyway? Looked pretty routine from what I saw of the briefing," 
              Vidster continued.
            
 
            
"Well, it was routine right up until the party crashers arrived," 
              Spectre said, taking a sip from his newly refilled glass of Corellian 
              whiskey. The ache in his muscles and his head had become nicely 
              dulled at this point. "As you know, Blindman, Kallysto and I went 
              out to rendevous with the supply freighter Replenisher. We 
              all thought it would be a good opportunity for me to get some flight 
              time in..."

            
              ***

            

            Three A-wing starfighters gracefully rose from the deck of the 
              main hangar bay aboard the CRS Liberty. They paused briefly, 
              obtaining flight clearance from the controller on the bridge. Then, 
              in tight formation, they sped out into the blackness of space.

            Nestled in the cockpit of his A-wing, Spectre quickly checked his 
              systems. He set standard presets for his ELS system and double-checked 
              the mission objectives. The freighter Replenisher was due 
              to arrive within the next few minutes. Buccaneer Squadron had run 
              critically short of warheads and required immediate resupply before 
              they resumed offensive operations. The trick was to ensure that 
              the supply transfer went ahead without interference. Spectre concentrated 
              on maintaining a tight formation with his CO and XO as the three 
              fighters began their racetrack flight pattern around their command 
              ship.

            Spectre let himself relax slightly and he settled back into his 
              seat. The A-wing was a little cramped, he was still getting used 
              to it. He was beginning to fall in love with the little craft though. 
              His longing for an X-wing was slowly starting to fade. Generally, 
              Spectre was really glad to be back in the cockpit of a starfighter 
              again. Suddenly, the soft chime of his comm system interrupted his 
              daydreaming. Blindman was calling.

            "Corsair Lead to Corsairs Eleven and Three... I've just received 
              a message from the Liberty. I have some bad news. Looks like 
              the Replenisher has run into hyperdrive trouble two sectors 
              from here. We're going to have to go provide cover while they make 
              repairs. You should be receiving nav coordinates now," Blindman 
              said.

            "Acknowledged Corsair Lead, preparing for hyper jump," Kallysto 
              responded.

            "Roger, receiving coordinates now," Spectre called over the comm 
              channel. He banked his fighter over to the left, following his two 
              squadmates. Several seconds later the trio of starfighters simultaneously 
              jumped to lightspeed, their escort mission now a rescue mission.

            
              ***

            

            Spectre drained his Corellian whiskey in one long, final pull. 
              He set the glass down on the bar with a dull thump. He wasn't feeling 
              any pain anymore.

            "So that's how this particular mission started to go to the dogs. 
              Needless to say, it got worse, a lot worse," Spectre said. Vidster 
              let out a laugh.

            "I bet I know what happened next. You arrived at the rendevous 
              coordinates and were jumped by an Imperial fleet." he said, with 
              a grin.

            "Pretty much, although I think a single Imperial fleet would have 
              been a lot easier." Spectre said. "As it turned out, everyone and 
              their uncle was out to ruin our day..."

            
              ***

            

            The three A-wings exited hyperspace after a brief trip. They slowed 
              and acquired their target, which lay five kilometres ahead. Blindman 
              opened a comm channel to the freighter.

            "Freighter Replenisher this is Corsair Leader, what's your 
              status?" Blindman called.

            "This is Captain Emmryson aboard the Replenisher. Are we 
              glad to see you. We were getting a little worried sitting here in 
              the middle of nowhere. Our hyperdrive is still offline. It blew 
              shortly after we started the final leg of our jump to the Liberty. 
              Our engineer is still trying to fix it. It appears we don't need 
              anything in the way of extra parts."

            "That's good news Captain, we'll stay on station here and cover 
              you. We can call the Liberty if any serious problems arise," 
              Blindman responded. "Keep us informed of your status and let us 
              know when you're ready to hyper out."

            "Roger Corsair Leader, will-do." Captain Emmryson answered, sounding 
              much happier than he had several seconds earlier.

            Blindman switched comm channels back to the one reserved for squadron 
              communcations.

            "Corsairs Eleven and Three, assume standard patrol pattern around 
              the Replenisher and maintain radio silence. We don't want 
              to broadcast our presence here. This is open space and we're near 
              an Imperial patrol route. Break radio silence only if we are attacked," 
              he ordered.

            "Roger Corsair Lead," Spectre called back.

            "Yes sir," came the response from Kallysto.

            The three fighters neatly split their formation and assumed racetrack 
              patrol routes around the stricken Alliance freighter.

            
              ***

            

            Spectre took another glass of Corellian whiskey from Mixer. He 
              was feeling really good now.

            "So, we spent about an hour flying around, waiting for something 
              to happen. We kept close eyes on our fuel status and kept our speed 
              relatively low in an effort to conserve. Just as we were getting 
              totally bored and on the verge of falling asleep, things got messy...fast," 
              he continued, sipping from his newly refreshed drink. Vidster smiled.

            "So how many Star Destroyers dropped out of hyperspace on you?" 
              he asked.

            "None actually...to start off." Spectre replied. "The pirates came 
              first, followed by the Imperials about fifteen minutes later...

            
              ***

            

            Spectre had been getting drowsy. He tried to fight it, but his 
              eyes just kept getting heavier and heavier. Suddenly, he was saved 
              from a nap he couldn't afford to take. His body flooded with adrenaline 
              as his threat-warning indicator went off with a sharp wail. He quickly 
              checked his sensor displays. Three Y-wings and a pair of transports 
              had dropped out of hyperspace nearby. Kallysto was the first to 
              break radio silence.

            "Incoming raiders! Bearing 210 mark 36, 5 klicks out," he called 
              to his wingmen.

            "I've got them Kallysto," Blindman answered. "Spectre, ID those 
              transports and ensure that they aren't friendly. Take 'em out if 
              they aren't. Kally and I will keep the Y-wings off you."

            "Roger Corsair Lead, starting intercept now," Spectre responded, 
              the cobwebs now completely erased from his mind. This was it, his 
              first taste of real combat as a Corsair pilot. He pushed away the 
              nervousness he felt and let his automatic instincts take over. Configuring 
              his ELS for speed, he broke out of his patrol pattern and raced 
              for the incoming transports.

            As he bore in on the unwelcome arrivals, he heard Blindman issuing 
              instructions to the freighter captain, telling him to get moving 
              and start evasive maneuvers. Spectre checked the charge status of 
              his shields and then selected his missile launchers. He set them 
              to dual fire mode and acquired the lead transport. He continued 
              to bore in, flashing past the tight formation the transports had 
              formed. His sensors rapidly classified the ships and indicated that 
              they had raiding parties aboard.

            Knowing what he had to do next, Spectre held his course and put 
              some distance between himself and the pirates. Then, he banked up 
              sharply and turned around to head back. After a few seconds that 
              seemed like an eternity, he entered maximum range and his crosshairs 
              changed to yellow and then red. He loosed two pairs of missiles 
              and then rapidly acquired the second transport. After getting a 
              solid lock, he fired another two pairs of missiles at the second 
              ship. The two transports attempted to turn away from the incoming 
              warheads, but they weren't fast enough -- the missiles slammed into 
              their shields, eliminating them entirely and causing significant 
              hull damage.

            Spectre slowed his fighter and switched over to lasers. He reselected 
              the first transport and lined it up in his sights. He squeezed off 
              several shots as the transport desperately tried to weave and jink. 
              Spectre's determination paid off and the pirate ship exploded in 
              a brilliant flash. He smiled in satisfaction at his first kill. 
              He flipped on his inflight map, to quickly check on Blindman and 
              Kallysto. He noted that they were locked in a furious furball with 
              the three pirate Y-wings, but seemed to be holding their own. Then, 
              he checked his sensors and found that the second transport had resumed 
              its attack run and had actually opened up on the freighter with 
              ion cannons. Spectre smoothly brought his ship around and after 
              travelling a short distance to catch up with his quarry, opened 
              fire, causing the pirate to break his attack run and go evasive. 
              Spectre continued pounding with his lasers until the transport exploded.

            "Corsair Lead, this is Corsair Three. The transports have been 
              destroyed. Do you and Kallysto require assistance?" he called.

            "Negative Spectre. We're doing fine. Stick close to the Replenisher. 
              Captain Emmryson tells me their repairs are almost complete," Blindman 
              responded as he triggered a final laser blast that resulted in the 
              death of the second pirate Y-wing. "We should be able to get out 
              of here shortly."

            "Roger," Spectre answered, doing a quick sensor sweep of the freighter. 
              Its shields had been knocked down a bit, but it was still in good 
              shape. He continued to monitor the progress of his wingmates and 
              smiled as they quickly dispatched the last pirate fighter. Spectre 
              hoped that they'd get away without further interference. His hopes 
              were dashed as his threat sensors indicated the arrival of multiple 
              problems. He switched to his map to see what was coming their way 
              next. Two Victory-class Star Destroyers had arrived practically 
              on top of them and each immediately launched TIEs. Seconds later, 
              several more pirates arrived, three more Y-wings and two more transports. 
              He called to Blindman.

            "Corsair Leader, we're in big trouble here. I show a squadron of 
              TIE fighters inbound and more pirates. Suggest we get the heck out 
              of dodge?" Spectre said. He checked his fuel gauge at the same time. 
              He didn't like what he saw.

            "Negative Spectre, we've got to stay and fight. The Replenisher 
              is still not ready yet," Blindman called back, with a distinct edge 
              to his voice. He was worried about their chances too. "I'm going 
              to call the Liberty and see if we can get some assistance 
              ASAP. In the meantime, stick to the freighter like glue."

            "Roger sir. Just to let you know, my fuel status is not good. I 
              estimate that I've got ten minutes of fight left before I'll be 
              a sitting duck." he responded.

            "Acknowledged Spectre. Kally and I are in about the same state. 
              Let's just do our best. Looks like reinforcements are out of the 
              question though. The Imps have thrown up a jamming field. My long 
              range comm system is useless."

            "Terrific, Corsair Leader. Guess we're on our own then. Engaging 
              transports now." Spectre answered. He didn't know how they were 
              going to get out of this one. He knew one thing though, he wasn't 
              going to get captured again. With great determination, he wheeled 
              around and started for the incoming pirate transports.

            
              ***

            

            "Wow, that must have been some fight," Vidster said. He drained 
              his glass. "How the heck did you get out of it? Things must have 
              been pretty bleak," he asked, looking amazed.

            "They were. I'm amazed I'm sitting here now," Spectre said, also 
              finishing his drink. "I had to simultaneously fight three enemies. 
              I tried to concentrate on keeping the transports at bay while dodging 
              fire from the pirate Y-wings and the Imperial TIE fighters. I was 
              flying purely on instinct," he continued. "I also had one eye on 
              my fuel gauge the whole time. After what seemed like an eternity, 
              we received word from the Replenisher that they were fixed 
              and ready to roll. Blindman, Kally, and I then concentrated on disengaging 
              safely. We followed the freighter out shortly after it left the 
              area. I was having flashbacks to my capture the whole time while 
              I waited for my hyperdrive motivator to come online," Spectre said, 
              causing Vidster to grin.

            "I bet. Well, that was some story. Talk about a baptism by fire," 
              Vidster said, fishing several credits out of his pocket. "Your drinks 
              are on me, you deserve them," he continued, giving Spectre a pat 
              on the shoulder.

            "Thanks sir. It was intense, but I can honestly say it's good to 
              be back in the fight. I really can't imagine myself anywhere else," 
              Spectre said, rising from the barstool and gathering his helmet. 
              "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go shower and then sleep 
              for a week." Vidster let out a laugh.

            "Sure thing Lieutenant. Catch ya later."

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Phantoms of Times Past

            There had been a newcomer aboard the CRS Liberty that day, 
              but Mike "Wolf" Kern had been too busy in the simulators to go to 
              the hangar with the rest of Renegade Wing, he'd meet him or her 
              in time.

            He'd just finished a simulation of an attack against the Liberty, 
              which eluded him once again, when the simulator's officer-on-deck 
              called his name. Immediately, Wolf walked over to the young lieutenant 
              and accepted the comlink thrust in his face.

            "This is Flight Officer Kern," he stated into the comm. First there 
              was slight static over the frequency, but then a familiar voice 
              shot through. "Wolf, my office. Now." He knew it to be Renegade 
              Wing's leader, Vince "Stryker" Rambo. Cursing softly under his breath, 
              Wolf exited the sim-room and headed for Rogue Leader's office.

            The corridor that led to Stryker's desk was long, dark, seemingly 
              endless tunnel where a pilot could contemplate what he'd done wrong. 
              Wolf felt this was done on purpose. He reached his superior's door 
              and rang the buzzer.

            Sliding slowly open, the door revealed a brightly lit office with 
              a few sparsely placed holos of past battles: wins and losses, memories 
              and nightmares. Smiling as he noticed Stryker's still of his X-Wing's 
              amazing 7:36 mineracing time, Wolf turned to the commander himself.

            He was seated behind his largish desk, looking dead serious. Catching 
              the mood, Wolf sat down in the chair provided and cleared his throat. 
              "Yes sir? You called me?" Stryker put down the lightpen he'd been 
              inspecting and sat up.

            "Yes," he began slowly. "There is a matter concerning a new recruit 
              brought on board the Liberty." Stryker flipped through some 
              disks and handed one to Wolf, who slid it into his holopad. A hologram 
              and personal bio shot up. Wolf knew this person. His eyes grew wide 
              and a brief, but quickly suppressed, smile shot up.

            "You two know each other," Stryker continued. "Don't try and tell 
              me you don't because I won't buy it. I've done some digging these 
              past few days, with some help from Hyl, and found that his 
              bio is accurate. Here," Stryker said and threw him another disk. 
              "Tell me what this means."

            Wolf popped in the new disk and a full-fledged report came up. 
              Wolf narrowed his eyes. "How did you get this?" he asked, an edge 
              in his voice. Stryker smiled evilly. "Alliance Intelligence reports 
              dating back to pre-Yavin. These came directly from General Rieekan's 
              personal files"

            Stryker leaned forward and plucked the datapad from Wolf's grasp. 
              He began to read a portion of the document. "reports of a new 
              battlestation, not much time, please get these directly to Commander 
              Rieekan. The codename of this project is 'Death Star', say Phantom 
              Five, he'll know what it means" Stryker looked up. "Then the communications 
              went dead. This was the message beamed to the Tantive IV just prior 
              to its abduction over Tatooine. Hyl found a portion of this message 
              in Mav's X-wing computer. I have reason to believe you were a part 
              of this 'Phantom Five'. Who are you?"

            The last question caught Wolf completely off-guard. "Sir?" he asked. 
              Stryker sighed. "I believe you haven't told me the whole truth, 
              your bio is completely wrong" Wolf cleared his throat. "No sir, 
              not completely."

            "You're not from Corellia are you?" Stryker asked, a frown appearing 
              on his face. Wolf shook his head. "I'm not eighteen either. Okay, 
              I'll come clean. Truth is, I was born on Nepal? way deep in the 
              Core Systems"

            "Hold it a minute," Stryker interrupted. "How do I know that I'm 
              even calling you by the right name? I mean, is Mike Kern your real 
              name? Or is it false, like everything else?" Wolf smiled a little. 
              "No, that's true and so is the part about my sister and Jana and 
              Hoth, just," he trailed off.

            "Just what?" Stryker urged. Wolf looked down. "My name is Mike 
              Kern? I'm twenty-three years old, I was born on a planet called 
              Nepal, way deep in the Core Systems where the Empire started. They 
              killed my sister, and that's the truth."

            Stryker rubbed his forehead. "What do you know about Jay "Mav" 
              Kern" Wolf inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. "Half-brother, or 
              something like that. I never knew where we were related." Stryker 
              grunted. "That's not what I asked, what do you know about the Phantom 
              Five?"

            Wolf shrugged. "I don't know sir. I've heard stories" Stryker 
              held up his hands. "I've heard stories too, and what I've heard 
              is that they were dead. They disappeared following Hoth's Evacuation."

            Smiling, Wolf sighed and looked back up at his commanding officer. 
              "No, not dead, not yet. At least not all of them." Stryker 
              raised an eyebrow. "So you know of them?"

            "Of course I know of them, one of them was me," Wolf confessed, 
              his grin becoming broader. Stryker dropped his lightpen, it's metallic 
              surface making a "clang" on the plasteel desk. Rogue Leader rubbed 
              his eyes and massaged his temples.

            "I thought as much, but I was hoping you wouldn't tell me that 
              it was true." Wolf looked at him, his dark eyes looking for meaning 
              in his commander's motions. "Sir?" he asked. Instead of answering 
              his question, Stryker clicked his desk's comlink. "Send him in," 
              he said.

            The door to the office opened and suddenly Wolf was confronted 
              with a ghost of his past, or rather: a Phantom of his past. Jay 
              "Mav" Kern walked through the threshold, his red eyes showing their 
              old lust for blood. Wolf shuddered as they directed his thinking 
              towards Jay's kill tally "X"-marks on the side of the unmarked X-wing 
              he had flown during those dark days.

            But for just a moment, Wolf allowed himself to smile. A smile that 
              came with sharing almost ten years fighting, suffering, defeating 
              and beating the odds with the younger man. Mav returned the smile 
              quickly but then it vanished, swallowed by his hate.

            Stryker ushered him and offered him a seat, but Mav stayed standing; 
              his hands interlaced behind his back. "Commander," Mav nodded. "One," 
              he directed towards Wolf. Corsair Ten smiled to himself, hearing 
              this old code-name. Stryker must have missed it.

            "It seems you two have a very interesting history together. Not 
              only are you half-brothers but-" Mav stopped him. "We prefer not 
              to think of it that way, sir," Mav said unemotionally. Stryker cleared 
              his throat. "But you were both members of a, a rather rogue Alliance 
              group." Stryker seemed to be having a hard time with this. Wolf 
              wasn't sure why.

            Mav's red eyes shone and he smiled. "We did take care of a few 
              Impstars, sir."

            Stryker sighed. "That you did, that recording we pulled from your 
              X-wing, we matched the voice to your own speech pattern, Wolf."

            Looking down at his folded hands, Wolf let out a long breath he 
              hadn't known that he'd been holding. "Afraid so, Commander. We managed 
              to get that away just before the ISD Invincible jumped on 
              us outside of Despayre. You should have seen those poor people on 
              that planet sir, the Death Star, what it could do"

            "What it did," Mav said coldly. Wolf closed his eyes, picturing 
              the shards of Alderaan; shards they had seen too many times. Stryker 
              nodded. "You say people on 'that' planet? Despayre was a prison 
              colony was it not?"

            Mav shook his head, and folded his arms. "Not to the extent Alliance 
              Intel says it was. There were inhabitants but they were prisoners 
              in their own homes. They murdered innocents, Ryla-" Mav stopped, 
              he couldn't bear to bring the memory of the girl they'd been unable 
              to save.

            It was the single event that broke him. Wolf had seen it in his 
              eyes. From then on Mav had gotten progressively darker in nature, 
              tallying all his kills. He scared the rest of them. Wolf decided 
              that Mav even scared himself sometimes.

            "I see," Stryker noted. Wolf leaned towards Rogue Leader. "Are 
              we in some sort of trouble, Commander?"

            Renegade Wing's senior officer looked up at him and massaged the 
              bridge of his nose. "You will not believe what kind of hay-day Alliance 
              Intel is gonna have with this."

            Wolf smiled slyly. "Then do what worked for us for many years, 
              sir."

            Stryker eyed him suspiciously. Something in Wolf's tone of voice 
              worried him. "Don't tell them, just let us disappear."

            He dropped his sight to his desk. "I see why you got the name and 
              rep you did, you vanish like ghosts in the night, like Phantoms." 
              Mav and Wolf looked at each other with faint smiles playing at the 
              corners of their lips. Stryker sighed. "I don't like this, I don't 
              like it one bit."

            #

            They stood in the cavernous hangar of the CRS Liberty, together 
              like the comrades in arms that they were, like brothers in arms. 
              Forever their bond will remain unbroken. It was the way it was meant 
              to be. Destined since they began their great journey, since the 
              beginning of time, they would carry the fire of silent heroes in 
              their hearts.

            Mike "Wolf" Kern and Jay "Mav" Kern stood together at the nose 
              of Mav's unmarked X-wing. The ship had never been painted with squadron 
              color-stripes, never with any kind of distinguishing marks. 

            At first it was because they received the first X-wings delivered 
              by Incom, after flying cover for its transport. Then it was the 
              result of an Imperial force attacking the station and they had no 
              time to prep the "Headhunters with four cannons."

            For years the Five had tried to come up with a design to paint 
              on their starfighters, but eventually they gave it up knowing they 
              would never find another detail as unique as they already were. 
              The only squadron paint job the Five ever did to their X-wings was 
              a large "P" with a smaller "5" fitted just below the "P"'s loop. 
              The Phantom Five symbol sat nostalgically below and slightly aft 
              of the cockpit, nestled ominously behind Mav's kills.

            "I can't believe we left Nepal almost ten years ago," Wolf remembered. 
              Mav merely nodded, his eyes unblinking as he stared with discontent 
              at the nearly two hundred "X"'s. "Not enough," he muttered.

            Mav moved up his boarding ladder and moved onto his upper-right 
              S-foil. There he sat, staring at his friend as Wolf moved up the 
              ladder to join him. Then, just as Wolf was dropping down next to 
              him, Mav produced a small hand-held computer console. 

            He smiled to Wolf as he tapped a button and on the small screen 
              appeared a holo. The small movie played out and Wolf smiled too. 
              The recording was of the five of them shivering together on Hoth, 
              trying in vain to finish a game of sabacc. They wore only the bottoms 
              of their flightsuits and were sitting the coldest room of the underground 
              base, typical Phantom craziness.

            The five tiny figures turned towards the camera and waved, laughing 
              hysterically and making rude gestures. They seemed so happy, Wolf 
              said remembering. It was the day before they were split up during 
              the evacuation. The day before Wolf's life seemed to tear apart.

            Mav suddenly shut the recording off and closed his eyes. "I wish 
              I knew where they were." Mav's statement was met by a nod of Wolf's 
              head. "JD, Vega, Fox, stang man, we had the time of our lives." 
              Mav turned stare at him, his expression serious.

            "I'm afraid of something Wolf, I never thought I would but I am, 
              it scares me every day and every night. It haunts my dreams and 
              it cramps my mind" Mav trailed off, not able to figure out what 
              else to say. He looked around, then just stared directly ahead, 
              not focusing on anything, just staring. "Well, what? What are you 
              scared of?"

            "I think I like this, no, love this Wolf."

            Wolf frowned. "Love what? What's going on?" 

            Mav never stopped staring, it was as if a bad memory just kept 
              creeping up on him. "The fighting, I love running around the galaxy 
              vaping Imps and all, the adventure we had, I miss it, I loved those 
              days the most."

            Wolf caught on and began to wonder if he too had the same feelings. 
              Mav continued, "I'm not sure I want this war to end. I mean, what 
              will we do then? I can't fight a war with words, there won't be 
              a place for me, for us, anymore."

            He was right. If the war ever ended and the Alliance won, there 
              would be no place left for them. The Empire would be no more, and 
              there would be no place else to go. Fighting a losing battle, a 
              hopeless cause, was all they were good at. It scared Wolf to think 
              of it all, especially of it all ending.

            What would they do then? They say a true warrior dies with the 
              last bullet of the last war. The two Phantoms decided they wanted 
              to be that warrior, remembered as heroes. In that memory they would 
              fly together forever in the hearts of those who remembered.

            Ten years ago, they started out on their grand adventure. They 
              endured pain, suffering and torment the entire way. Through skill, 
              quick reactions and mostly luck, they survived. At the time neither 
              of them had any idea just how much it all meant, not until now.

            Not until Wolf sat on top of Mav's X-wing, with the power of a 
              Phantom ship underneath him, did he realize it. The days they believed 
              to be the darkest of days, those were the days they would hold forever 
              and remember.

            "Mav," Wolf began. Mav kept staring, but Wolf knew he was listening. 
              "Whatever happens, one of us has to remember. When there are only 
              four of us we must remember. When there are only three, we must 
              remember. When there are only two, we must remember. And when there 
              is only one of us left, the memory must not die with him."

            Mav nodded, his stoic pose broken. "We have lived and we will die, 
              but the memory will remain; in the hearts and souls of every freedom 
              loving creature in this universe. That is where the spirit of the 
              Phantom Five will lie. That is where the we will fly again."
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            Condor's Tale: The Loss of Botar

            This is a moment from my past. It's a part I would rather not remember, 
              but I think that you ought to know about it.

            Before Corsair, before I even joined the Alliance, I was drawn 
              to the life of a mercenary. My only concern was money. I needed 
              a lot to get the Empire back for killing all my friends and family. 
              They had taken all I had held dear, so at that time I cared little 
              about anything other than myself and the revenge I had been planning 
              for years.

            The life of a mercenary was lonely. Most in my trade cared only 
              for one person, themselves. This made it difficult to make friends. 
              But one mercenary, much like myself, was different. Botar Pryam, 
              a man from Agamar, stood out from the rest. He made the effort to 
              become comrades, and that's how I met him. I was sitting there in 
              a cantina when he came up to me.

            "Mind if I sit with you, mate?" he asked me. "I'm Botar. I'll be 
              one of your wingmen in your next escort mission."

            Most our missions consisted of protecting the valuable cargo of 
              rich merchants from pirates and the Empire. That night, we sat for 
              hours talking about our pasts and old missions. When we finally 
              had to leave, it was strangely obvious that we would both be friends 
              for as long as we worked together. Botar was a bit of a ladies? 
              man, and had a very active sense of humor that he liked to share 
              with his friends and colleagues, as well as being someone who? well, 
              when you were around him, things happened.

            I remember once we were in a busy cantina in the heart of Nar Shaddaa. 
              We had been drinking for about an hour when a couple of 'regulars? 
              came in. Apparently we were in their seats -- they always sat there 
              -- and because they were (supposedly) top bounty hunters they advised 
              us to leave on the double or forfeit our right to live. We had been 
              drinking for a while then and saw the whole idea of them throwing 
              us out of our seats laughable? mistake.

            The first was a Gran. I hate those, they're so cocky. He was quite 
              short for his species, but that didn't make him any less dangerous. 
              His friend, however, was a Trandoshan. Trandoshan bounty hunters 
              seem to favor Stouker concussion rifles because the lack of a trigger 
              guard allows them to handle the weapons more easily with their huge 
              paws. This case was no exception, and as most fighters know, at 
              close range, you rarely miss with one of them in your hands. Now 
              normally this would be serious stuff, but for some reason Botar 
              decided we should teach these guys a lesson. To really show the 
              Gran up in front of his fellow mercenaries we though it would be 
              neat to shoot his blaster clear out of his hand before he had chance 
              to react.

            After welcoming the new arrivals in his usual charming way he decided 
              to get things moving by arguing that they should learn how to fight 
              from real mercenaries like us. As you can guess, it went down well 
              and it wasn't long before the situation got heated.

            Unfortunately Botar's aim was a little off that night because somehow 
              he managed to blow the Gran's hand clear off. As you can bet his 
              friend was not amused as he collapsed to the ground in pain. By 
              some stroke of bad luck the Trandoshan decided to get some payback 
              on me. I'll tell you now, when you're looking down the barrel of 
              a concussion rifle you don't get any delusions about living for 
              much longer. In my case I was extremely lucky? the rifle jammed. 
              Now I'm no Jedi and I know a second chance when I see one, so when 
              I saw there was no clear route to the door I didn't hesitate in 
              running and throwing myself through the window in one giant leap. 
              I did it just in time because as I rolled clear of the window covered 
              in cuts and bruises the entire wall blew clear from the cantina; 
              I figured the Trandoshan must have fired. Apparently he must also 
              have considered me dead because I then heard Botar trying to reason 
              with him.

            Slowly I peered through the rubble to see Botar with a concussion 
              rifle held at point blank to his head and Botar's own blaster meters 
              away from him. I drew my own Blastech and ordered the Trandoshan 
              to drop his rifle. Now this bounty hunter didn't look it, but his 
              next action showed his complete lack of intelligence. After holding 
              a weapon to my best friend's head he then turned to face me, turning 
              his back completely on Botar. Botar didn't need to think twice and 
              he kicked the Trandoshan as hard as he could where the sun doesn't 
              shine. He collapsed in agony so we took that as our cue to leave. 
              Having seen that concussion rifle in action, though, we were both 
              mightily impressed, so I took it with me and I still use it on occasion 
              to this day.

            Anyway the next six months I knew him, we went on many missions 
              together (as well as having several violent encounters out of the 
              cockpit) and became great friends. We had many adventures, including 
              some narrow escapes from the Empire ? those are other stories altogether 
              -- but one day there was a mission that proved too much for even 
              us.

            It looked just like any other escort mission, but this one was 
              different. I only found out afterwards, but the cargo consisted 
              of vital plans bound for the Rebel Alliance. The Empire had somehow 
              discovered this and sent a much larger attack force than expected, 
              and as it turned out, larger than we could deal with.

            We came under heavy attack from a group of TIE Interceptors. Our 
              small escort force, consisting of six Z-95 snubfighters, stood little 
              chance against the better trained and armed Imperial pilots. The 
              cargo vessels were in real trouble and we weren't having much success 
              in holding them all off.

            We finally got a hold on the squints, but three of them swung onto 
              Botar's tail. I was just about to assist when I got a comm message 
              from the merchant in charge of the convoy.

            "You're not paid to help your friends," he said. "Your priority 
              is to protect my cargo. Now get to it!"

            "To hell with you!" I muttered. "Botar, I'm on my way."

            "Negative," he replied. "I'll be okay. Protect the cargo, that's 
              what we get paid for."

            Finally, the squints assaulting the convoy broke off, and I went 
              to assist Botar. Just as I got to him, his ship blew from a missile 
              hit to the rear, fired from the lead TIE. He hadn't had a chance 
              to eject, so he was gone.

            I couldn't believe it. The feeling didn't last long though, as 
              I saw red and could think of nothing but revenge. I took out two 
              as they fled back to their frigate, but the third -- the leader 
              -- pulled away too quickly and I couldn't keep up.

            Dismayed, I returned to our command ship. Once on board, I stormed 
              straight to the bridge to find the one who had ordered me not to 
              help Botar.

            He was a young Calamari, bold and arrogant (as I thought at the 
              time). He towered over those under his command and an aura of confidence 
              shone off him as it does with many great leaders.

            "I'm sorry for your loss," he said after I tore into him. "But 
              the cargo was too important to lose. I realize a loss is never easy 
              to deal with, but in this case it definitely saved many more."

            "The only thing it saved you was money," I blurted, and stormed 
              out.

            I didn't realize this until much later, but he was right. For all 
              I knew, Botar had died for no reason other than that a selfish, 
              greedy, merchant had distracted me when my friend needed me most. 
              In any other mission it would have been true. At least in this case, 
              Botar had died for a cause. Sometimes though, I still can't help 
              but think that Botar had died for a few credits, and that it was 
              my fault for not helping him? surely the rest of the escort force 
              could have managed without me.

            The experience never left me the same though, and every time I 
              shoot down an Imperial fighter I hope... that just one of those 
              I shoot down was the pilot that escaped me on that fearful day.

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Dark Silence

            It was a quiet day on board the CRS Liberty. Most of the 
              personnel were relaxing and making the most of this most rare of 
              occasions when the Liberty's pilots were not needed. Some had gone 
              on R&R to nearby systems, while the rest were in their quarters 
              or at the Lounge. On this occasion, Lieutenant Commander Mike "Vidster" 
              Videlka, Captain Tony "Kid" Marco, Lieutenant Jeff "Spectre" Mitchell, 
              Flight Officer Jonathan "Condor" Rees, and Flight Officer Alastair 
              "Rancor" Harper were relaxing in the Lounge discussing the strange 
              calm.

            "I've got no idea," Vidster admitted. "Stryker wouldn't tell me 
              a thing, even when I asked him if something was up."

            "I don't like it," Rancor replied. "When command goes hush-hush 
              that means something is up."

            "Lets hope the Empire isn't up to anything then," Kid added.

            Just then, Captain Bob "Blindman" Lin and Lieutenant Jeff "Kallysto" 
              Young entered the lounge in flight gear, fresh off a combat patrol. 
              They looked calm with little sign of worry on their faces ? apparently, 
              Corsair Squadron's commanding and executive officers didn't know 
              what was going on either.

            "Well, that's us done for today," Blindman said. "Condor, you and 
              Spectre are out next on patrol." Directing his remarks to the younger 
              of the two pilots, "This'll be Spectre's first mission with Corsair, 
              so take good care of him -- not that he'll need it," he added with 
              a grin.

            "Yes sir," Condor replied, and they both turned to leave for the 
              flight deck.

            As they reached the door, Rogue Leader came in.

            Without preamble, he announced, "We've gotten word that the Empire 
              is planning some sort of offensive to strip the Liberty of its fighter 
              defenses, as a precursor to an attack on the Liberty itself. 
              Over your next few missions, be especially cautious, as the Liberty's 
              pilots may be targeted specifically. As a precaution," he paused 
              and looked at the pilots around the table, "Rancor will accompany 
              you on this patrol. Vids, we're gonna have to rework the duty rosters 
              to increase the number of patrols we put out. We are not expecting 
              a move yet, but don't discount the possibility." 

            Rancor dived out of his seat and joined them. "Let's go guys, if 
              we run into trouble I'll protect you," he remarked with his usual 
              irreverent smirk.

            The three Corsair pilots travelled down the dimly lit corridors 
              of the cruiser and within minutes they were on the flight deck. 
              After gearing up they went to the briefing officer.

            "This is a simple combat patrol through an asteroid cluster in 
              Alliance held space. If you encounter enemy forces, engage and destroy 
              before they get a chance to hyper out and report our position. If 
              you locate anything bigger than a combat squad then withdraw immediately 
              and report back to the Liberty. Follow your flight path through 
              the field and return when finished to report and for debriefing."

             Moments later they were in their ships and making their final 
              checks.

            "Lets hope we're ready for this offensive, when it comes," Condor 
              said.

            "Quit worrying, we'll be fine," Rancor replied.

            Their repulsors powered up and the three A-wings lifted with ease 
              off the deck. They then glided out of the hangar bay and once clear, 
              their engines flared up and the group sped off away from the Liberty. 
              The A-wings slowed to a crawl as their navigational computers calculated 
              coordinates for the jump to hyperspace. Seconds later they were 
              travelling across the galaxy at the speed of light.

            An hour later they were already in the asteroid belt and partway 
              through their patrol.

            "It looks clear to me," Spectre remarked.

            "Almost too quiet..." Rancor replied with a tone of unease.

            "Well, that's what we want, isn't it?" Condor added. His wingmen 
              both silently agreed.

            Fifteen minutes later there was still no sign of any Imperial presence.

            "Looks like we're clear," Rancor said as they emerged from the 
              asteroid field, only moments from their last waypoint and the journey 
              home. Unnoticed, as they proceeded out of the asteroids, a lone 
              TIE Advanced crept out from behind the asteroid from which he had 
              been hiding. Its engines kicked in as it flew towards the unsuspecting 
              Corsairs at top speed with its decoy beam on. The first sign of 
              the unseen enemy was when Rancor's missile warning indicator flashed 
              wildly. This snapped the bored pilots back to a state of alertness.

            "I'm locked, going evasive!" Rancor screamed to his surprised wingmen.

            "He's right behind us," Condor replied after a quick look at his 
              sensors. "Rancor, look-"

            Before he had the chance to finish, the advanced missile had been 
              skillfully fired from two klicks straight into the back of Corsair 
              Twelve. His A-wing creaked under the impact and spun off course, 
              narrowly missing Spectre's. His shields held, but not by much. Whoever 
              this pilot is, Condor thought, he's good, perhaps one of their best.

            As Rancor struggled to regain control of his craft, Condor and 
              Spectre turned to engage the Imperial pilot. After a head-on pass, 
              the TIE had lost 60% of its shields while both remaining A-wings 
              were relatively unscathed. The two Corsairs throttled down and swung 
              onto its tail, but had trouble keeping a target lock due to the 
              TIE's swerving and twisting. Then out of nowhere, a volley of dual 
              laser fire smashed into the TIE, splitting it end to end.

            "Woohoo, don't mess with me," came the familiar voice of Rancor.

            "Nice work Ranc," Condor replied. "Now let's get out of here, I 
              don't like the fact that he sneaked up to us, it smells like a trap."

            "I'm with you," Rancor added.

            "Yeah, let's go," said Spectre.

            No sooner had they spoken that an Interdictor accompanied by an 
              entire squad of gunboats hypered past them to stop just six klicks 
              from their present position.

            "This just keeps getting better," Condor said, his stomach churning. 
              "We're in trouble." At this point he had a very bad feeling about 
              the whole mission and he had doubts that any of them would get back 
              alive. It was unlike any of his other missions where he was protecting 
              someone else. Sure, he took enemy fire, and was a target from time 
              to time, but he had never been in the situation where he was the 
              primary target. It was very rare for the Empire to have Alliance 
              fighters as its target. Normally the cruisers were its main concern. 
              It worried him that they would go to this much trouble to take down 
              the Liberty. Was it more of a threat to the Empire than he 
              or any of the others had realised?

            "This is Corsair Twelve to Liberty," Rancor transmitted. "We are 
              under heavy attack. There is an Interdictor preventing our escape, 
              we need reinforcements."

            "This is the Liberty," came the reply. "Hang in there guys, Rogue 
              is on the way. They will attempt to force the Interdictor to withdraw 
              or destroy it. You're lucky, they were dispatched just after you 
              left to provide general backup in case of trouble. Their ETA is 
              five minutes, good luck Corsair."

            "Right," said Spectre. "Let's take down some of those GUNs so we 
              have a bit of room to breathe."

            Amid a flurry of missile locks and laser fire, the small group 
              of Corsairs punched their way into the fighters. They quickly swung 
              onto the tail of the lead craft, and Condor engaged it while his 
              wingmen covered him. The laser fire dropped the gunboat's shields 
              and armor, forcing the Imperial to veer back towards his command 
              ship. Only seconds from the docking bay and safety, a dual salvo 
              of missiles collided into the GUN's cockpit blowing it apart.

            "I've got one, cover me," Spectre radioed.

            "Watch it, you've picked one up," Rancor replied. The gunboat pursuing 
              Spectre was soon discouraged and disengaged when Rancor showered 
              his shields with laser fire. 

            "You're clear," Rancor reported. Spectre's target lasted seconds 
              against the superior maneuverability of Spectre's A-wing, unable 
              to evade his relentless attack.

            "Ha ha, that's two down," said Condor. "We're getting there."

            The Imperial pilots, now worried, gained a new lease on life as 
              they saw three TIE interceptors launch from out of the Interdictor's 
              hangar bay.

            "It just got even worse," informed Spectre. "We had better take 
              those squints out first or they're gonna cause us real problems."

            "Roger," replied Condor, "we're back in formation."

            The interceptors closed to two klicks and just as the Corsairs 
              prepared to engage, they saw the welcome sight of two X-wings hypering 
              in on the far side of the Interdictor.

            "This is Vidster, what would you guys do without us? Don't worry, 
              that Interdictor will be out your way in no time." As the Rogue 
              pilots prepared for their attack run, the interceptors changed course 
              to head directly for the new arrivals. "Looks like we've got their 
              attention, will you guys keep them busy while we take down this 
              Interdictor?"

            "No problem," replied Rancor, "these guys are toast." Each A-wing 
              targeted an interceptor and began to lock a missile on the now distant 
              TIEs. The Imperial pilots must have been too intent on stopping 
              Vidster and Kid to evade, because as the interceptors bore down 
              on the X-wings, they didn't juke and all three missiles hit their 
              intended targets dead on. Seconds later there were three less interceptors 
              and only small amounts of debris to show they ever existed.

            As the three Corsairs turned to engage the remaining gunboats, 
              a volley of torpedoes flew from the X-wings into the undefended 
              Interdictor. Meanwhile, three further gunboats fell to the superior 
              skills of the Corsair pilots as strafing runs from the two X-wings 
              crippled the Interdictor's shields. The Interdictor showed no sign 
              of withdrawing, however, which made all five pilots wonder if perhaps 
              the Empire had even more to send against them.

            The gunboats changed tactics, and targeting the nearest A-wing, 
              attempted to overwhelm Rancor. He threw his craft into a wild roll, 
              distracting the Imperials as his wingmen took them off his back. 
              As yet more gunboats fell to the Corsair pilots, the Interdictor's 
              shields buckled and its hull began to crack.

            "We're almost done here," said Kid, "are you guys OK?"

            "Almost got them all," replied Spectre, "then we'll be over to 
              help".

            The reason why the Interdictor had not withdrawn was then revealed 
              to them all. The sinister shape of an Imperial Star Destroyer loomed 
              over them as it decelerated from hyperspace to stop a mere twelve 
              klicks away from them. It immediately launched a large force of 
              fighters, consisting of a squadron of interceptors and led by a 
              group of four TIE Advanceds. The Rebel pilots decided that now was 
              the time to leave.

            "Concentrate all fire on the Interdictor," Vidster ordered," we 
              have to leave... NOW!" The new arrivals were still too far away 
              to hinder them, but if they got in range, the Alliance pilots wouldn't 
              stand much of a chance. The few remaining gunboats did little to 
              stop them in their attack runs on the Interdictor.

            Against the solid attacks of five fighters it was not long before 
              the Interdictor looked like it was starting to break up. Only then 
              did it begin withdrawing. It turned towards the incoming Star Destroyer 
              and began to head for its hyperspace point, but it was too late, 
              far too late. As the Imperial reinforcements just began to get in 
              range of the Alliance pilots, the combined firepower of the five 
              Rebel fighters tore through the Interdictor. As its hull broke into 
              tiny fragments, the gravity field holding them in real space swiftly 
              disappeared. The fighters then prepared to escape into hyperspace 
              , but the Imperial fighters were nearly upon them.

            "Let's get the hell out of here!" Rancor said.

            "All fighters withdraw," Vidster ordered.

            The two Rogues were the furthest away and escaped with little trouble. 
              The Corsair pilots were not as fortunate, however. Condor took a 
              risk and hoped the Imperials couldn't reach him in time. As his 
              craft slowed to make the jump, the lead interceptor bore down on 
              him with lasers blasting. Condor had the sense to distribute all 
              his shields to the rear. The few seconds before the jump seemed 
              like hours and he thought it would never actually happen. His shields 
              were pummelled by the repeating impact of the interceptor's lasers. 
              He survived the first pass with only 20% shields remaining. As the 
              second pass began and his shields were finally depleted, his ship 
              suddenly accelerated and jumped to hyperspace and safety.

            Rancor tried a similar approach, as he was a little further away 
              from the group of TIE Advanceds. As his craft came almost to a halt, 
              he received the familiar warning of a missile lock. The wait as 
              his navcomputer spit out a solution seemed like forever, as the 
              lock became solid. A second after the launch warning, Rancor's A-wing 
              finally began to jump. As it quickly accelerated, the missile came 
              up behind it at an even greater speed. Just when it almost reached 
              the point of impact, Rancor's A-wing reached the exact speed as 
              the missile and for a moment they flew in tandem. After a brief 
              pause the starfighter continued to accelerate and pulled away quickly 
              from the missile, leaving it far behind.

            Spectre was the last to escape into hyperspace, and he had the 
              most difficult time. While Condor and Rancor had distracted some 
              of the fighters, three other interceptors were on Spectre's tail. 
              He weaved away from them, but couldn't quite shake them long enough 
              to make the long straight run into hyperspace. Laser shots flew 
              past his aft, and occasionally one would hit him.

            His shields wouldn't last forever, and once the others had escaped 
              he had to move fast to avoid being pinned down further by the others. 
              While being pursued, he slammed his craft in reverse, causing the 
              interceptors to fly past him. He activated his hyperdrive and hoped 
              he would jump before they could turn back around to finish him off. 
              Just as the fighters had turned around and achieved a laser lock, 
              Spectre's A-wing bolted forward and disappeared.

            Back at the Liberty, Stryker and Blindman congratulated 
              them on their recent mission.

            "You did well to last against so many enemy fighters," Stryker 
              said.

            "Yeah, my guys know what they're doing," Blindman replied jokingly.

            "Your victory has also seriously hindered their campaign," Stryker 
              added. "Thanks to the destruction of the Interdictor, they will 
              not be able to stop the Liberty from escaping assuming they 
              do still attack it. They also failed to deny us of some of our fighter 
              defense, as well as losing some of their own fighters in the process."

            "Yep, we sure showed them not to mess with the Rogues and Corsairs," 
              Vidster replied. "Even when the odds are against us we show that 
              a fight against the Liberty is a fight lost."

            

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Lounge Song

            Alastair "Rancor" Harper strolled into the Lounge late after hours. 
              His six string strat in his left hand and his amp in his right hand. 
              It was to be his first solo performance and Mixer, after hearing 
              Rancor's previous attempts at a concert, would not allow Rancor 
              to scare away any lounge customers and relegated Rancor to a midnight 
              performance with the sound dampeners turned on.

            Rancor took his place in a small corner between the bar and the 
              large aquatic tanks along the back wall and plugged in his guitar 
              and amp into the power unit. Then Rancor turned around to see a 
              crowd was starting to gather to listen to him. Rancor shook his 
              head and gave everyone a slight grin. Apparently one of his fellow 
              Corsairs had tipped off what appeared to be the a majority of the 
              Liberty's Fighter Wing to the fact he would be playing tonight. 
              There was no time to worry about embarrassment now. Alastair took 
              a deep breath then grabbed his guitar pick and started to sing... 
            
"Jump in your X-wing its time to go Gem needs his ewoks and we'll 
              start the show

              All around the galaxy you'll never find

              Any better place to rest your behind"

            Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty Liberty Lounge

            "With Mixer at the bar you can be sure

              You'll get a better drink than you'll find onshore

              Vids is always moaning about his style sheets,

              but I still think the site can't be beat"

            Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty Liberty Lounge

            "Ohh its really time to go,but I just wanna say

              Please don't crash in our docking bay

              If you ever have to find yourself in a TIE Fighter

              Just make sure you are not against Stryker"

            "Altogether now!"

            Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty, Liberty Lounge

              Ohh...Liberty Liberty Lounge

            

            Now you can download and listen to the secret bootleg copy of the 
              Liberty Lounge Song. You must have real 
              audio installed on your system to play it.

            

            

      


    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Outlaw's Ship

            Captain Steve "Rapier" Naylor, Red 3, was sitting at the bar, a 
              shot of tequila in hand. Thank the Force that's over... for another 
              year anyway, he thought. He had just passed a grueling examination 
              at the hands of the Liberty's surgeon, an annual event he dreaded. 
            

             Outlaw, formerly Green Squadron Commanding Officer had not been 
              so lucky. He had failed the vision portion of the physical, and 
              had lost his fighter qualification because of it. The only thing 
              he would be flying now would be support craft, a thought that made 
              Steve shudder and down the shot, and pour another. 

             Just then Lieutenant Commander Vince "Stryker" Rambo, Corsair 
              Squadron's Commanding Officer, strode into the Lounge. Spotting 
              Steve at the bar, he altered course directly for him. 

             "Rapier! Glad I caught you before you left. Got an idea I want 
              to run by you, thought you'd be interested." 

             Rapier sat up and took notice. Anytime Stryker said he had "an 
              idea", something was up. It might not work, whatever it was, but 
              it sure as hell would not be dull. 

             "Sure, Stryker, what have you got this time?" 

             "You know about Outlaw?" 

             "All to well, I just hope I never have to face that myself." 

             Stryker unexpectedly broke into a big grin. 

             "Well, we can't put him back in a fighter, but I think I know 
              of something we can do... You been keeping up on your Intel reports?" 
            

             Flight Officer John "Knight" Vorwald, Corsair 7 walked into the 
              Lounge, still wearing his flight suit, helmet in hand. It had been 
              a long day, and after the rigors of sim training, the only thing 
              he could think of was sitting back and nursing a Coke. The Lounge 
              was quiet for a change. Aside from the few Liberty crew scattered 
              about the room, the only pilots present were Rapier and Stryker 
              sitting at the far end of the bar. They apparently were discussing 
              tactics. Stryker was even now using the counter top as a tactical 
              plotter. "Hmm, that's unusual", Knight thought, "Stryker's got his 
              armor on and he's got his helmet too. He hasn't been in the simulators, 
              and as far as I know, he hasn't been on the flight roster that day. 
              Wonder what's up?" Just then, Stryker looked up and spotted Knight. 
            

             "Knight! Excellent timing, I could use your help, if you don't 
              mind." 

             "Sure, what do you need?" 

             "Well, in a few minutes I need you to go get Minuteman, he's currently 
              aboard being briefed by the Admiral. But first, this is what I want 
              to do..." 

             A few minutes later, Knight said "I'm in, I'll go get Minuteman 
              ASAP, assuming the Admirals done with him." 

             "Bring him to briefing room three, I'll see who else I can round 
              up." Stryker said, grabbing his helmet. Rapier spoke up,"I'll go 
              suit up and meet you there." 

             Commander Rick "Minuteman" Morrissy, Green Squadron's new Commanding 
              Officer, was not exactly jogging down the hall. But a mouse droid 
              would have been hard pressed to keep up with him nevertheless. He 
              caught up with him just short of the hanger. A short explanation 
              later and Minuteman started grinning from ear to ear, (an improvement 
              from the serious look he'd had on from his briefing with the Admiral). 
              Just ahead, the hatch to the Briefing Room Three was sliding open. 
              Inside, Stryker and Rapier were in a discussion with Lieutenant 
              Michael "Vidster" Videlka, Rogue 5, and Lieutenant Chris "Animal" 
              Stephen, Rogue 4. Also present was Sergeant Major Tuttle Dundee, 
              Rogue squadron's senior noncom, and Captain Rico, Commander of Rebel 
              Commando team "Rico's Rangers", as mean a bunch as you hoped never 
              to meet hand to hand. 

             "Stryker! What was Knight was telling me about?" Minuteman said 
              as he went through the hatchway. 

             Corsair's CO had the Holoprojector running. A deep space platform 
              rotated slowly above the projection grid. As Knight slid into the 
              compartment right behind Minuteman, the hatch slid shut behind him. 
              Stryker started to speak. The room hushed as this respected pilot 
              began his plan. 

             "Gentlemen, this is Imperial outpost XJ35729. It is supposed to 
              be a listening post, but it is probably better known for..." . This 
              was all the passing Mon Calamari technician could hear in the darkened 
              passageway just before the hatch fully shut. This was the Liberty, 
              after all. Missions were being planned all the time. He didn't give 
              it another thought as he continued on his way. 

             Some time later... 

             Lieutenant Commander Maxwell stood in the center of the command 
              deck of Imperial Navy Platform XJ35729, turning slowly, observing 
              the various technicians as they went about their assigned duties. 
              By the creator, this had to be the hind end of space. Which, upon 
              reflection, was probably the very reason Duke Treglaren routed his 
              "special cargoes" through here. Like the one aboard that rather 
              beaten up Corellian transport, currently docked on pad two, euphemistically 
              named "Ylesian Harmony". Maxwell was not able to hide a disgusted 
              smirk. "This is one more reason to hate this assignment". he spat 
              to himself. All the better when he could finally rotate out. 

             This shift was progressing as routinely as had the hundreds of 
              other shifts had progressed. He began to leave when a proximity 
              alarm went off followed by the shrill collision alarm! Simultaneously, 
              a technician was shouting "I have three, no, four snub fighters 
              exiting hyperspace in quadrant delta 7, along with a assault transport. 
              Range: three thousand meters and closing at a high rate!" The station 
              rocked from an impact at that moment, and all the electronics in 
              the weapons area died with an electronic death wail. "Those were 
              Mag Pulse missiles impacting, it had to be an attack by the rebel 
              scum, but what could they possible want here?" thought Maxwell. 
            

             The black A-wing peeled off from it's missile run on the platform 
              after losing two more dual fired Mag Pulse missiles; one pair was 
              aimed at the CORT on the second hanger pad. Vidster locked sensors 
              on the platform now that the automated defenses were disabled. He 
              gave it a cursory sensor scan, quickly followed by a scan of the 
              CORT. 

             "Green One, this is Rogue Five, you're all clear. Cyclone, mission 
              objective is identified and verified, she appears to be on standby 
              power. Am intercepting group Delta now." The A-wing turned sharply 
              toward a pair of TIE interceptors inbound at about 5 kilometers. 
              Vidster grinned to himself, two squints were about to learn why 
              it was always a bad idea to tangle with Rogue Squadron. 

             Meanwhile, an emerald green B-wing was closing on the station, 
              followed by the assault transport. A red marked X-wing had already 
              headed off in the direction of a TIE fighter and bomber team, and 
              a Black X-wing painted similar to the A-wing was on a third combined 
              TIE group on a different vector. 

             "Rogue Five, this is Green One, roger. I'm starting my attack 
              run now." 

             "Run was not really appropriate", Minuteman thought as he fired 
              two heavy rockets to soften up the shields. He switched to ion cannons 
              and took advantage of the station unable to defend itself temporarily. 
              The massive B-wing could just sit still barely within weapon range. 
              It would make short work of it's shields, with a more permanent 
              disabling soon to follow. 

             Setting recharge rates to maximum, Minuteman brought the B-wing 
              to a halt relative to the platform about 1,200 meters away, as he 
              continued firing. 

             Rapier had broken away from the small assault force as soon as 
              they had arrived and was almost within missile lock on range of 
              the bomber. The fighter escort had apparently been ranging farther 
              out, and was only now passing the bomber it was escorting. They 
              had not expected anyone to show up, much less right on top of the 
              platform. Switching to warhead targeting, Rapier checked that the 
              advanced missiles were set on single fire mode, and reaching 2.5 
              km began getting tone. His warning was sounding. The bomber pilot 
              was going to return the favor, no matter what. 

             "Cyclone, this is Red Three. Alpha is covered." Rapier fired as 
              soon as he had lock, then pulled up and away from the bomber. The 
              bomber had fired dual missiles, and he locked sensors on the rapidly 
              closing missiles. As soon as they had closed to 200 meters, Rapier 
              fired chaff and watched the missiles explode harmlessly behind. 
              Now to deal with the TIE that had closed to 1 km while he had played 
              tag with the bomber. 

             "Cyclone, this is Rogue Four. I'm on Beta" Animal had taken the 
              farther group. But he did not intend to let the bomber lose even 
              one shot. He was lining up on the bomber while it was still 4 km 
              away. He dumb fired a single advanced missile, and then set laser 
              recharge to full, slowing him down, but still on the same vector. 
              The bomber pilot neither saw the missiles being fired or got a warning 
              as they were not actively targeting him. It was doubtful if he even 
              knew what killed him. Animal had already switched to linked lasers 
              and was lining up on the escorting TIE. 

             Listening over the tactical frequency, Stryker knew that Rapier 
              and Animal had the other defense groups in hand. Soon, the local 
              defense would be no more than an expanding debris field. Standing 
              in the hatchway of the assault transport, he watched as the pilot 
              neatly maneuvered the ATR over the Corellian Transport. Suddenly, 
              four TIE interceptors launched from the platform, streaking away 
              from one of the other hangars. Stryker keyed in his transmitter. 
            

             "Cyclone to Strike Force. Four squints have launched, please assist." 
            

             "Cyclone, this is Rogue Four, got em." 

             As chance would have it, the squints had launched on the return 
              vector for Animal, and two had decided to head for him. Switching 
              back to warhead launch, Animal would lock on this time. Squints 
              were a bit harder to hit than a blundering bomber. 

             "Not if I get them first, Animal!" 

             The black A-wing was back. The two squints that had turned back 
              to attack the ATR suddenly lost one as the A-wing cut across their 
              path, lasers blazing. Vidster switched some power back from the 
              engines, putting it into lasers at 75% charge rate and leaving the 
              shields at 0% for now, giving him the speed advantage while still 
              recharging his lasers. Turning hard, he was on the tail of the other 
              squint in short order. 

             "Cyclone, this is Red Three. Two gunboats just dropped out of 
              hyper right in front of me, unable to assist at this time." 

             The GUN's had literally dropped right in front of him, and broke 
              right and left. Curving after the one on the left, Rapier locked 
              on and fired a single advanced missile, and then a pair as fast 
              as the reload cycle would allow. Meanwhile, the other GUN was already 
              taking shots at him. Rapier pulled up hard and cut throttle to one 
              third, looping hard, switching to lasers as he did so. The GUN pilot 
              tried to turn with Rapier and failed. Soon he was dodging fire from 
              Rapier. The other GUN had been unable to dodge the AM's and was 
              a small debris cloud. 

             "Cyclone, this is Red Three, situation is in hand." The ATR pilot 
              ignored them, docking to the CORT's dorsal hatch with a gentle thump. 
              The copilot spoke into the intercom, and the commandos could be 
              heard boarding the CORT. Stryker keyed the transmitter again, this 
              time on a general frequency. 

             "Platform, this is Lieutenant Commander Vince "Stryker" Rambo, 
              Rebel Alliance. You will be disabled, but otherwise unharmed unless 
              you interfere with our taking of the transport. Should you interfere 
              in any way, you will be destroyed." 

             On the secure channel, Knight was already reporting. He had gone 
              along with the commandos when they had boarded. 

             "Stryker, this is Knight. Harmony is secure, resistance was light, 
              no casualties." 

             "Roger, Knight, I'm coming aboard now. Have Rico get his men back 
              aboard Cyclone ASAP." 

             Stryker congratulated the pilot on an excellent job. "As soon 
              as the Rangers are back on board, clear the transport and head for 
              home." The pilot gave thumbs up, and Stryker turned to go. 

             By the time Stryker had gotten to the cockpit of the CORT, Knight 
              had already powered up all systems and disconnected from station 
              power, just in case they decided to get frisky. The ATR was already 
              making way to the hyper point, escorted by Minuteman in his ominous 
              B-wing. There was serious debate in the fighter community as to 
              whether the tough cruciform ships were actually fighters, or small 
              capitol ships. Vidster's A-wing was buzzing the platform while Rapier 
              and Animal flew lazy circles off to one side. 

             Stryker sat in the pilots chair as his newest recruit Knight spoke 
              up. "Systems are nominal, for a rust bucket like this anyway. I've 
              downloaded hyperspace plot from the ATR. No sense in trusting this 
              thing until we've had a better look at it. Anytime you're ready 
              sir. Oh, and did you see all those stacked cylinders in the cargo 
              bay? Any idea what they were?" Stryker's face suddenly looked grim. 
              As the CORT was lifting away from the station, he answered Knight 
              without looking at him, instead looking out the cockpit windows 
              at the platform beginning to slide off to one side. Stryker spun 
              the responsive little freighter on it's vertical axis. 

             "It's a lot easier to transport slaves when they are in suspension, 
              Knight. Need fewer guards that way, and you don't need to feed them 
              either. Knight blanched. "Slaves?!?" 

             "Intel has had their eye on certain operations using this platform 
              for a while, and this CORT played a part as well. Sooner or later 
              a plan would have been put forward to do something about it." Stryker 
              suddenly had a predatory grin. "I just made it a bit sooner than 
              they expected. Besides, possession being nine tenths of the law, 
              I'm now in a position to dictate the final disposition of this ship." 
            

             By now, they had caught up with the slower ATR and formed to the 
              left of it, the platform receding behind them. Vids was flying formation 
              above and between them and the ATR; Minuteman was below and a bit 
              behind. 

             Animal was to the left of the CORT, and Rapier to the right of 
              the ATR. So far, the whole operation had taken only a handful of 
              minutes. A text book hit and run operation. 

             "All ships, this is Corsair One. Prepare for lightspeed." Before 
              anyone could reply, sensor alarms were going off and R2 units were 
              squealing an alert. An old republic dreadnought with an Imperial 
              IFF signal had dropped out of hyperspace directly on top of their 
              exit vector. It was close enough that the name "Backbreaker" could 
              be seen blazoned along the sides. Along with it came three pairs 
              of gunboats. 

             "Knight, man the dorsal guns..." 

             "On it Stryker." Knight said as he jumped out of the copilot's 
              seat heading aft. 

             Vidster was already switching to warheads when Stryker's voice 
              came over the commlink. "Vids! Mag pulse that sucker! Then cover!" 
              Vidster replied, "already on it, Corsair One, warheads away." and 
              he pulled the trigger, firing the six remaining Mag pulse missiles 
              at the dreadnought. As soon as they were out of the tube, he pulled 
              up and away and began searching for fighters. 

             "Minuteman, six rockets should just about bring down the dreadnought's 
              shields, then I want you to disable it. Cyclone, hold back until 
              all rockets have impacted, then move in and assist Green One in 
              disabling it." 

             "Roger that, Corsair One, rockets on the way." Minuteman replied, 
              the ATR's confirmation coming moments later over the comm. 

             Meanwhile, Animal and Rapier had both broken off and selected 
              targets. Animal had targeted the GUN going after Minuteman. Three 
              advanced missiles later and it was dust. Noting his warning lights 
              and the solid tone indicating someone had lock, he dumped chaff 
              as his R2 unit brought up the missile on targeting. Animal turned 
              directly away, just managing to interpose the chaff burst between 
              him and the missile. He was not quite so lucky avoiding the laser 
              fire of the GUN that had launched it and took several hits before 
              he was able to twist away. Shields were still holding, and he turned 
              back after the offending gunboat. Rapier was experiencing de-ja-vu, 
              both GUNs closest to him had decided to gang up on him. He had managed 
              to get off missiles but then had to go defensive with 2 missiles 
              coming in on him. Chaff was helping, but with the missiles separated, 
              he could not be sure the chaff would scatter the impact of both, 
              one might get him from a bad angle. The only thing he could do was 
              loop. Suddenly luck went his way, the GUN he damaged looped directly 
              in front of him, shields still low, and going slower as it tried 
              to recharge them. More by trained instinct than anything else, Rapier 
              blindfired an advanced missile, and caught it directly between the 
              engines. It blew in a spectacular fireball as Rapier's shields registered 
              the impact of some of the debris. 

             "Any ship, this is Cyclone, we are taking missile hits, please 
              assist!" Stryker looped the surprisingly responsive freighter around 
              and could see a lone GUN making strafing runs on the ATR. It was 
              defending itself rather well, except for when the GUN stood back 
              and launched missiles. 

             "Cyclone, this is Corsair One, on the way." 

             The gunboat pilot was setting up for another run when it was suddenly 
              bracketed by laser fire. Under repeated impacts, he went evasive, 
              looking for what was attacking him. As he looked at the CORT another 
              barrage of fire erupted from the top mounted lasers. He desperately 
              twisted and turned, only to find that the CORT was keeping pace 
              seemingly without effort. His shields went down soon followed by 
              hull integrity and he ejected just before it blew apart. 

             "Yee-Haw! I got him, I got him!" Knight yelled. Suddenly, he was 
              rocked by explosions. 

             "What was that?" 

             "Missile impacts from the other GUN, get him off out tail!" Stryker 
              replied over the intership comm, as he looped hard over, bringing 
              the other GUN into Knight's view. 

             "Shields are almost down on the Backbreaker." Minuteman broadcast 
              as he switched over to ion cannons. Aside from the one gunboat run 
              that Animal had aborted, he had been unmolested. Looking over, he 
              saw the ATR moving in with firing ions as well. It was putting out 
              a huge volume of ion cannon fire. It would be mere moments before 
              the huge ship was disabled. Suddenly, he noted movement. Four TIE 
              fighters had just launched! Minuteman had no doubts whom would be 
              their primary target, his luck had just run out. 

             "Four hostiles just launched, TIE fighters on the way." 

             Animal had just managed to kill the GUN that had been harrying 
              him. He heard Minuteman's call and looped back to the dreadnought. 
            

             "Roger Green One, on the way." 

             Rapier was still dealing with the second GUN that had attacked 
              him. Suddenly Vidster zoomed by, lasers blazing, causing the GUN 
              to abort the run it had started on Rapier. Moments later it was 
              impaled by the twin lasers of the A-wing and the quad lasers of 
              the X-wing, and it became an exploding cloud of debris expanding 
              into infinity shortly thereafter. Both Rebels turned to deal with 
              the new threat, but they had been pulled some distance away on the 
              far side of the dreadnought during the furball. It would take precious 
              time for them to get back. "Rogue Five responding." 

             "Red Three on the way." 

             "The Backbreaker was disabled and not a moment too soon", Minuteman 
              thought. The TIE's had almost reached the end of the launch cycle, 
              any second they would be turning around to attack him. Even a B-wing, 
              with it's massive shields and armor, could have a serious time with 
              four TIE fighters attacking it at once, at best he'd get in a few 
              shots, the rest of the time he'd be trying to evade, until friends 
              could arrive to help. Although the ATR would try to help, there 
              was not much it could do short of getting in a lucky shot. Even 
              as he was turning toward the threat though, Minuteman noted with 
              surprise that the TIE's had all turned not towards him, but instead 
              were all on an attack vector towards Vidster and Rapier. 

             "What the...? Vids, Rapier, you've got company on the way, they 
              are ignoring me. Animal's on a chase vector, and I'm too slow to 
              get there soon." Not that he was not about to try though. 

             Stryker meanwhile had been putting the freighter through paces 
              that were meant more for a fighter than a freighter, and with Knight 
              manning the topside lasers, the lone gunboat pilot had been totally 
              on the defensive for some time now, just wishing for a chance to 
              hyper. It was a chance he would never get. His shields critically 
              low, and no more power to transfer to them, he had no chance when 
              Knight's questing lasers made fatal contact with the portside engine 
              pod. They burning through the shielding and slagged the drive chamber 
              and then ignited the unfired missiles. There were no pieces big 
              enough to fashion into dinnerware; were anyone so inclined to do 
              so. 

             "WooHoo! That's two! Where's more?" Knight yelled, grinning from 
              ear to ear. 

             "We're chasing them now, but I think we'll be too late to get 
              anything, we're too far back." replied Stryker, as he flew the CORT 
              just under the dreadnought. 

             "Yikes!" screeched Knight as he was suddenly thrown against his 
              straps. "What was that!" 

             Stryker was too busy to reply. Just as he was passing under the 
              Backbreaker's docking bay, a Stormtrooper transport had launched 
              directly in their path. Stryker flipped the CORT on it's side and 
              pulled up on the controls hard, sending then curving away, the mass 
              of the dreadnought forming a wall just off to one side of the freighter. 
              Moments later they were free and clear, startling the ATR pilot 
              as they flew by. The TRN had meanwhile turned and made a beeline 
              for the platform, which was even now making repairs. It would not 
              be long before the platform would be able to both defend itself 
              and call for help. At the same time, all four TIE fighters altered 
              course, splitting up at a ninety degree course from the attack vectors 
              of both groups of rebels, and from their speed increase, must have 
              transferred all power to the engines. Stryker quickly ran back over 
              the sensor logs. The TRN had been packed with crewmen. In fact, 
              it looked as though the Backbreaker had hardly anyone left aboard. 
              Life signs could have been only a handful of people on board. It 
              must have been mostly automated with only a skeleton crew on board, 
              which would go a long way to explain why it had not even gotten 
              a shot off, even before Vids had Mag pulsed it. The entire crew 
              must be aboard the TRN! 

             "Corsair One to all craft! Change of plans! Head for the Backbreaker 
              ASAP! Cyclone, board and secure that ship, there's hardly anyone 
              on board, they just made a break for it! It must be mostly automated, 
              sensors indicate it's mostly cargo bay anyway!" 

             "Will we have enough time to repair it before that platform is 
              back in business and calling for help?" Rapier asked in a justifiably 
              worried tone. 

             "We'll damn sure give it a shot!" replied Stryker. He lined up 
              behind the ATR as it made it's way into the docking bay. Normally 
              landing unassisted in a warship hanger bay was dangerous at best, 
              but this time it was not really a problem, this one was practically 
              bare. Most of the room must have been reserved for cargo operations, 
              and there was more than enough room for the small assault force 
              to land. 

             "Rogue Five, stay on patrol while we fire this thing up, then 
              come aboard. we'll leave in style for a change." 

             "Roger that, Corsair One." 

             Soon, everyone except for Vidster was onboard, de-ionizing only 
              needed equipment. Support systems could come later after they had 
              made their escape. There had been no one onboard, and Knight had 
              found the source of the life signs. The cargo bay had been packed 
              wall to wall with suspension cylinders. Duke Treglaren, the Imperial 
              Moff in this sector had obviously had a large operation going on 
              here, and Stryker was damn happy to have put a thorn in his side, 
              even if it had been incidental to the objective of the mission. 
              Assuming they got away, that is. They were almost done, and so far 
              the platform had not tried sending anything after them, not even 
              the TRN or the four TIE's it had recovered. Vidster had wanted to 
              chase them down, but Stryker had said to leave them go. 

             "Leave them for another day, stay close to the dreadnought in 
              case more GUNs showed." Stryker was at the command station looking 
              things over. They were almost done. Suddenly, Vidster reported chilling 
              if not unexpected news. 

             "The platform just went back to full power, looks like all systems 
              on-line. Yep, there goes the call for help, we need to be gone. 
              Like now." 

             "Roger that, Rogue Five, go ahead and land now, we'll have systems 
              back up just as you are landing." 

             "On my way." 

             Maxwell still had one chance to salvage the situation. Damn the 
              rebels anyway. If they got away with this indignity, Treglaren would 
              have his head at the very least. The TRN had been loaded with space 
              bombs, enough to destroy the dreadnought. 

             "Is it loaded yet?" he asked the technician yet again. 

             "Yes sir, just now." 

             "Well launch it now then, you idiot!"' 

             "Aye aye, sir." 

             "We're ready to turn on main power, you guys watching everything 
              up there?" Animal spoke into his commlink from the engineering spaces. 
              "Roger that, standing by." Replied Stryker. Just then he saw on 
              one of the command chair holo-displays that Vidster was safely on 
              board and was climbing out of his A-wing. Activating the ship-wide 
              comm system, he ordered Vidster to come to the bridge and take over 
              the helm. 

             "Uh-oh!" Minuteman said, as he sat at the tactical station watching 
              the sensors, "Station just launched the TRN with a four ship TIE 
              escort, an' they're all headed this way. Credits say it's got nasties 
              on board! And he's moving fast, must be putting everything he's 
              got into the engines..." 

             "No bet, MM." Stryker replied. 

             Just then, main power came back on, and all systems were operational. 
              Knight vaulted the safety railing from where he had been checking 
              power system readings and was sitting at the helm station and immediately 
              setting course for the hyperspace coordinates which had been where 
              they were heading the first time. 

             "Rapier, got those numbers ready?" Stryker called out watching 
              the sensors from the command chair repeater. "Hang on, hang on. 
              Flying through hyperspace ain't like dusting crops ya know!" 

             "Aw hell, he's launching!" Minuteman said, watching the sensors, 
              "Two, four, six, damn eight space bombs inbound, ten seconds from 
              impact!" 

             "Numbers are up! Go!" Yelled Rapier. 

             "Initiating hyperspace jump now, hang on!" sang out Knight. 

             Maxwell watched both the sensor readings and the viewport, as 
              the bombs were about to impact the dreadnought. It had turned to 
              run but massive as it was there was no way it could accelerate and 
              escape. It's life expectancy was less than three seconds now. One 
              second later, Maxwell blanched as the dreadnought leaped into hyperspace, 
              leaving the bombs far behind. He continued to watch the bombs freefall 
              into eternity. No one dared to go near him. 

             The Mon Calamari Cruiser Liberty cruised through the vast 
              depths of space. The Frigate Rhez'nor was keeping pace. The 
              Green Squadron home was loading supplies from the big cruiser, and 
              cargo craft shuttled back and forth between the 2 big ships. Farther 
              out, elements of both Corsair and Green Squadron provided security. 
              Suddenly, an Imperial Dreadnought appeared out of hyperspace, merely 
              5 kilometers away. Simultaneously on both the Rebel capitol ships, 
              duty officers hit the red alert klaxons, and personnel scrambled 
              for battle stations. Fighter pilots were scrambling into their fighters 
              even as maintenance crewmen disconnected power and fuel couplings. 
              On both ships, comm officers signaled an incoming transmission. 
              Static cleared on the main viewscreen of each ship, and more than 
              a few of the smaller craft, to reveal the bridge of the Imperial 
              Dreadnought. Sitting in the commanders chair was Stryker, with Vidster 
              at the helm, and Knight sitting beside him at navigation. Minuteman 
              was off to one side at tactical, Rapier was on the other side at 
              the comm station, and Animal was at the engineering station. Captain 
              Rico sat at the security station, while commandos and the assault 
              transport crew lounged about everywhere else. All were trying hard 
              to conceal grins, and for the most part failing. Jaws dropped everywhere 
              as Rebels tried to make sense of the new twist on what had started 
              out as a serious threat. Stryker pinched the comm link and announced, 
            

             "This is the captured dreadnought Insane Endeavor, requesting 
              permission to join the fleet." 

             Hours later, Stryker and Minuteman strode out of the flag briefing 
              room on the CRS Liberty. Looking out a portal as they passed, 
              Stryker could see the dreadnought holding formation. Even now, technicians 
              were crawling throughout her, security personnel and medical personnel 
              were slowly reviving the former slaves; those that chose were allowed 
              to begin the lengthy process of being cleared through security in 
              order to join the Rebellion. The others would be discretely returned 
              to their homeworlds, which would certainly not hurt the reputation 
              of the Rebellion. 

             The dreadnought herself would no doubt be converted back into 
              a warship, providing the fleet with another much needed capitol 
              ship. As the senior officers on this little jaunt, Stryker and Minuteman 
              had taken the brunt of the investigation into the circumstances. 
              While the command staff had not been very happy about the whole 
              situation, it was hard to argue with success. Besides, Stryker thought, 
              everyone involved had signed out on leave prior to leaving, and 
              well, what they did on their own time was their business right? 
            

             Walking into the Liberty Lounge, they were immediately 
              greeted with a resounding cheer, it looked like most of the fighter 
              pilots in this sector had found an excuse to be onboard. Everyone 
              else that had gone along had already been going over a play by play 
              recreation of the events. By now, the Force only knew what the story 
              had ballooned into. The only thing no one else knew was why they 
              had gone off. Cutting through the crowd to the bar, they found the 
              others keeping Outlaw busy. Spotting Minuteman approaching, Outlaw 
              spoke up, almost having to yell to be heard over the crowd. "What 
              in the world possessed you to pull a stunt like this? I'd hoped 
              you'd have more sense than this!" Minuteman just grinned, and slapped 
              Stryker on the back as he answered his friend and former commander. 
            

             "Ask him, he's the brains behind the whole thing." 

             "Well, Stryker? I might have known you'd be behind this." 

             Jerking his thumb out the hatch, Stryker replied. "Why don't you 
              come along and see for yourself?" 

             Standing on the observation deck above the main hanger, Stryker 
              stood to one side of Outlaw, Minuteman on the other. Rapier just 
              watched, while Vidster leaned nonchalantly against the railing. 
              Knight was talking with Animal, still going over the battle. Other 
              pilots stood along the balcony, and overflowed into the corridor, 
              all curious to find out as Outlaw. Pointing at the CORT, Stryker 
              said "There she is, Outlaw. That's the reason we went." 

             "That?!? That's the reason you risked your lives, not to mention 
              your careers? What is so important about an old Correllian transport 
              that you all took off on a wild hair?" 

             "Outlaw, I talked with Guardian. He said you were disqualified 
              only from flying fighters, not from flying period. She's yours, 
              Outlaw, that's what is so important about her. She's our token of 
              appreciation to you, who have inspired so many pilots. Maybe she's 
              not an X-wing, but she sure is damn close to handling like one, 
              and a damn sight more comfortable on those long hyperspace runs." 
            

            

            This tale was originally posted in The Cantina in honor of Bill 
              "Outlaw" Bradley.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Talyn's Rescue

            As the Liberty slipped silently out of hyperspace the bluish pink 
              tunnel dropped to starlines and then to the distant pinpoints of 
              light off in the distance.... An eerie glow crested off the Liberty's 
              Port side. 

            The bridge crew went about their normal business of scanning the 
              sector and running any ion traces for ships that had been in system 
              last hoping to pick up the tracks of local pirate activity. With 
              a sudden Swoosh of the door Vidster stalked out on the deck still 
              looking as confident as ever. He glanced around to the other ranking 
              officers on deck nodding as he went. His eyes finally came to rest 
              upon Blindman, who was at a computer terminal checking upon the 
              maintenance of Corsairs A-Wing starfighters. Vidster walked over 
              and with a deep "hurumph" (clearing his voice) got Blindman's attention. 
            

            "Still no word from Intelligence on the whereabouts of Talyn?" 
              said Vids. 

            "None yet...." 

            "Do you still believe he took the A-Wing and went Merc?" 

            "Not sure.... But all I know is.. is that as soon as he hits deck.. 
              I'll make him hit deck..." both turned, smiled, and laughed but 
              were interrupted by a Young Calamari officer who jumped outta his 
              seat, whooping and cheering as he went. Everyone on the bridge paused 
              to look and tried to figure out what had just occured to the junior 
              officer. Another Calamari looked at his neighbor's screen, let out 
              a laugh and congratulated the other officer. By now everyone had 
              gathered around the screen wondering what had just transpired. Vids 
              and Blindman made there way over and heard some of the conversation 
              going on." 

            "Wow, you actually found him?" and "the payoff to whoever found 
              him, from what I hear, was big." 

            Vids confidently walked up and startled everyone by near yelling 
              "Found who?!?" 

            Everyone near him jumped and some scrambled back to their posts 
              fearing disciplinary action. ;) 

            Vids and Blindman both glared down at the screen and were shocked 
              at what they had just seen. Down on one of the near by planets moons 
              an Emergency Beacon was placed and had been transmitting for some 
              time. 

            The signatures it gave off told the Liberty's computer showed as 
              follows: 

            EMERGENCY!!! EMERGENCY!!! 

            PRIORITY 1 TRANMISSION 

            CLEARANCE:**-- CLASSIFIED 

            --**DECODED**-- 

            NEW REPUBLIC ORDER MEDVAC A.S.A.P 

            DOWNED PILOT SEND MEDVAC TO PLATOMIR SYSTEM 

            REPEAT DOWNED PILOT SEND MEDVAC TO PLATOMIR SYSTEM 

            SYSTEMTYPE:DODONNA/BLISSEX A-WING EMERGENCY SYSYEM 

            IDENTIFICATION:**DECODED** SYSTEM MODEL SR47-V1 

            DESIGNATION:**DECODED** CORSAIR-2 

            PILOT:**DECODED** -AUTHORIZED- NICK "TALYN" DUNCAN 

            MOTHERSHIP:CRS M:80 LIBERTY 

            STANDARD TIME SINCE SET:5MONTHS-16DAYS-13HOURS 

            PILOT STATUS:AWAITING RESCUE(UNINJURED) 

            MEMO: God would someone PLEASE!!!! PLEASE!!!! PLEASE!!!! GET ME 
              OFF THIS ROCK!!!!! SITHSPAWN... 

            I SPILT MY LUM 

            With a bit of a smile twitching on the edge of their lips they 
              both cited in unison "BOY IS HE IN FOR IT NOW!!!!!!!"

            [In the hangar bay]

            Corsair Squadron's commanding officer stepped out into the hangar 
              bay of the CRS Liberty. As his senses were bombarded with the smells 
              and textures of starfighter fuel and electronics, he stretched out 
              with the Force. Sorting through the different textures of the minds 
              of each crewman in the room, he was able to pick out those of his 
              wingmen for this rescue sortie -- Captain Mitchell, as well as Lieutenants 
              Rees and Vorwald. 

            While he wasn't expecting any trouble, Blindman radioed his XO 
              while strapping into his A-wing. "Kallysto, get Wolf and Mav on 
              the cat in case we run into anything out here, and put the rest 
              of the squadron on alert status. I don't know if the new recruit, 
              Houseman, is adjusted to the Mon Cal environment yet, so hold him 
              back for now unless we run into something really bad." 

            With that, one ATR and four gray and orange A-wings were launched 
              out into the void surrounding the planet of Platomir to bring back 
              one of their own. 

            [On the planet]

            "Corsair Lead, we will be coming up on the rescue beacon in two 
              mikes. Suggest you fan out in Cover Pattern Four," Hyl's voice came 
              over the comm. 

            "Roger that, Salvatore. Spectre, take Knight and Condor and set 
              up station here. I'm gonna land with the transport. Keep your guns 
              hot, we could need ground support," Blindman ordered. 

            "Wilco." 

            Flying slightly ahead of the rescue transport Salvatore, the Corsair 
              A-wings dipped over a low rise and flew over what looked to be a 
              makeshift camp. The canopy of the A-wing had been ripped off of 
              the fuselage and turned so that its concave end faced down, effectively 
              becoming a huge water tub. Bits and pieces of the A-wing could be 
              seen here and there - one of the side-mounted laser cannons was 
              used as a tent post, holding up the tarp that was issued in the 
              emergency survival kit. 

            Hyl addressed the team in the back of the ATR. "Okay team, this 
              is a nice, easy pickup. Nothing's firing at you. Let's get the bacta 
              treatments ready for preliminary treatments. I'm starting the landing 
              cycle." 

            In seeming unison, the A-wing of Corsair Leader and the ungainly 
              transport settled onto the ground. 

            [in space, on board the Liberty] 

            "Captain, we've got trouble," the sensor officer noted calmly. 
              The Lib's bridge crew hadn't gotten to their present positions by 
              becoming hysterical at the first sign of red blips. 

            Captain Trevin Evert, the CRS Liberty's commanding officer, straightened 
              from the Comm station where he was monitoring the rescue op, and 
              strode quickly to sensors. "What've you got?" 

            "I'm picking up hyperspace contrails of a cap ship on the other 
              side of the planet. Multiple tracks, big ones. Possibly Nebulon-B 
              frigates," replied the sensor officer. 

            The captain looked questioningly at his XO, who was standing across 
              the bridge. "No," he said, shaking his head, "we're not due to join 
              up with the rest of the task force until we finish the Full Force 
              operation. And I don't recall seeing any orders from Ra'Kaat for 
              them to join us either." 

            Tight-lipped, Evert told the Officer on Duty to sound battle stations, 
              then pulled out his commlink. "Get me Colonel Rambo." 

            "Understood." With that, Stryker switched his commlink to a different 
              frequency. "Renegade Wing, this is Rogue Leader. Launch the sprint 
              team, and the rest of you get to your fighters. We've got possible 
              hostiles moving in from the other side of the planet. We will try 
              to fight a delaying action in order to allow the Salvatore enough 
              time to get back up here. Do not, repeat do NOT try to engage the 
              fridges unless they get within range of the Liberty. Wait for my 
              order to attack, it is possible that they don't know we're here 
              yet. Stryker out." 

            Turning to the comm officer in the wing's tactical operations room, 
              he said, "Get a message down to Colonel Lin. Give him the situation 
              and tell him to get back up here ASAP." 

            [Back on the planet]

            Like a lone cry from the night Talyn asleep under the tarped area 
              awoke to the sound of multiple ion engine whine's... like music 
              to his ear he jumped up and out still half covered in the emergency 
              blanket. Before he could finally stand up he found himself slamming 
              against the ground. And hard. As he shook the dread from his eyes 
              from his hardship over the last few months he finally was able to 
              crawl outta the makeshift tent only to get a glimpse of the backside 
              of 3 A-Wings shooting off in the distance. Jumping and hooting like 
              a mad man Talyn was again interrupted by a new but familiar sound 
              coming from behind. As he turned and looked an Assault Transport 
              appeared over the horizon Escorted by another A-Wing. Now overwhelmed 
              he began to jump up and down screaming at the top of his lungs, 
              "over here!!!! OVER HERE!!!!. 

            As the Assault Transport began its landing cycle, the repulsors 
              kicked in full force to help slow the descent of the large ship. 
              Unfortunate for Talyn who, was looking a bit withered and teary-eyed 
              at the sight of friendlies in the area, was engulfed in a huge cloud 
              of dust that hit him like a vibroblade slice right to the chest. 
              Knocking him down and bashing his head against a rock he fell unconscious... 
            

            As the transport finally set down the dust cloud began to drift 
              out and settle but was again kicked up by the repulsors of the A-Wing 
              escort making its landing. Once both ships were on the ground a 
              couple New Republic Armed Forces troops popped out and set up a 
              perimeter of the camp and began to gather up anything that could 
              have or may have been of value. Next off came the Medvac team once 
              they were down the ramp with the repulsor sled they looked around 
              for the misshapen pilot but he was not found. They started walking 
              toward the tent to investigate whether or not Talyn was actually 
              deceased when the pilot of the repulsor sled tripped on Talyn's 
              limp body. The repulsor sled shot off on a collision course with 
              the battered tent and a trooper scooping the tent out. 

            At the last second the trooper leaped out of harms way but the 
              tent.... well was not so fortunate. As the sled made impact the 
              A-Wings turbo-laser fell over and was still charged with 1 shot 
              left. The heart stopping noise of !!!THUWHACK!!! echoed through 
              the forest nearby and a tree toppled over not to far away. 

            "Spectre to Blindman, you copy?" 

            Partially unable to hear due to the noise Blindman only was able 
              to make out "Spec'o'Man yuppie?" Blindman unable to clearly make 
              out what had just happened talked back to the comlink. "Come again?" 
            

            "Blindman.... What the heck just happened? We just got transmission 
              from Liberty that 1 possibly 2 ImpFrigs are looking to pick a fight 
              with our CAP so quit taking your sweet time and get off that rock... 
              we may be in for a doosie." 

            Though still unable to make some parts out Blindman got the picture. 
              "Copy that, three. I'll be up in a jiff, just gotta make sure we 
              get the salvage and our meat." With that remark Corsair lead chuckled 
              a bit and was cut by Spectre on the comm. 

            "Can't stay and chat lead squints and eyeballs inbound. Seven and 
              Nine on me pattern delta 1, shield config double front...." 

            Blindman then spotted Talyn being loaded up onto the now dented 
              repulsor sled and being hauled into the shuttle. "Lets go people. 
              We got uglies coming in fast."

            Spectre's voice came in over Blindman's commlink, as the rescue 
              team was loading Talyn into the transport. "Boss, we've got possible 
              Imp capships coming in. Stryker has the rest of the wing deployed 
              and they're gonna try and hold them off until we can get back up 
              there." 

            [On the bridge]

            LT Reynolds watched as the Bridge crew went about its business, 
              preparing the ship for hanger operations. "Sithspit" he muttered 
              "I'm stuck here again, bugger this!" With that he tapped in a coded 
              sequence and activated his commlink "2nd LT Houseman here", Chris 
              smiled, "Krayt, It's Jalb. Want to get outside for a while?" Matt 
              recognized the tone of Jalb's voice, and was more than intrigued. 
              "What have you got planned buddy?" Krayt came back. "Alright, listen 
              up 2nd LT," adding stress to the rank "These are orders, so your 
              butts covered, OK! The rest of the Wing is launching without us, 
              and they seem to have neglected to activate backup. We are now Corsair 
              Alert 5 & 6. Get down to the bay and get our eggs prepped, I'll 
              meet you there as soon as I get off the bridge, and Krayt... Load 
              for Bantha. K out" 

            Krayt was in and out of the ready room in a quasar, and on the 
              hanger deck soon after. SGT Marion Vornac strolled up to the young 
              pilot as he started going over his pre flight checks. "Been left 
              behind have you sir? Always the way with the new guy..." Krayt looked 
              up startled, "No Sarge, got orders. Jalb_k and I are on alert status, 
              and we need a loadout of heavies, could you bring 12 over?" Marion 
              peered into the earnest pilot's face and decided he was serious. 
              With a bit of a shrug he said "Rockets it is, but I don't know what 
              your gonna do that the Buccs can't, then again, they've only gone 
              out with protorps." He returned with a gravsled and the two of them 
              loaded up the tubes on both A-wings. 

            Jalb_k came into the hanger just as they finished. "Alright Krayt, 
              get in and light em up, we're gonna go standby at the epihelion 
              of the planets moon. Our sensors and comms will be fine but no-one 
              will be able to track us that close to the atmospheric horizon". 
              He clasped Krayt on the shoulder and gave him a serious look, "You 
              have a choice here, I'm making this up as I go, remember, but I'd 
              prefer to give the boys some insurance, you don't have to come." 
              Krayt returned Jalb's solemn expression, then grinned from ear to 
              ear "HA, you're joking, I'm in, no way I'm going to be left behind!" 
              With that he punched Jalb_k on the other shoulder and scrambled 
              over the nose of his fighter and into his cockpit. 

            Spectre, Condor and Knight punched out of the atmosphere and into 
              a world of hurt. "Squints! I've got seven of them on scope, mark, 
              2.3 and closing! Alpha by 2, Iota by 2 and Zeta by 3" Knight sounded 
              off. "Must have snuck up in the ionosphere, alright gents, wide 
              separation, I have Zeta, Knight, Alpha, Wolf, you have Iota. Head 
              on then 3 way loop and cross, turn and burn boys" came Spectre's 
              reply. As the 3 A-wings sliced towards the Interceptors they spread 
              horizontally and picked their targets. At extreme range with good 
              tone the Corsairs opened up. Two squints were vapor in short order 
              and a third went screaming out of the fray with a panel sheared 
              at the pylon. Then they were through, "Loop and switch cross is 
              right" Spectre called off. With that the 3 A-wings pulled into tight 
              loops, cutting speed, at the same time changing targets to the one 
              on their right with Condor making a wider loop over and left, taking 
              Knights last Alpha squarely with a linked shot through the cockpit. 
              Knight pulled in behind Zeta 2 and stitched him ruthlessly as Spectre 
              dispatched Iota 2. The last Zeta pulled out and went non-aggressive. 
              The three Corsairs painted him with laser lock then their comms 
              crackled "Rebel Flight, I surrender, I say again, I surrender!". 
              Spectre drawled back "Copy Zeta 3, power down now. Full system shut 
              down except life support. Any other system twitches and you will 
              be vapor, understood?" The Tie pilot replied "Understood, Wilco, 
              powering down." Spectre grinned to himself. "Rogue Lead, this is 
              Corsair Three, we have one captured, require pickup, and I expect 
              more." 

            "Copy Corsair Three, this is Rogue lead, Maintain present position 
              and prepare to intercept dupes. Liberty sensors have two Frigates 
              coming out of sensor shadow now, each have launched a flight of 
              four bombers, I'm picking up Tie escorts now. Rogue Squadron, break 
              and take those fighters, Buccaneer, leave the sprint team and hit 
              those Frigates." 

            Jalb_k tensed as he heard the order for attack. "Don't play our 
              hand yet" he thought. He knew the Buccs out there had enough torps between them to destroy 1 
              of the Frigates, maybe, but just short of enough to take down two 
              sets of shields. He and Krayt just had to sit tight and wait until 
              they knew what Guardian was going to do. Three Y-wings and two B-wings 
              online, 54 torpedoes. This was gonna be tight.

            "Alright Buccs, listen up" came Guardians voice over 
              the comm, "Valkrie and Paladin" you two are on frigate 
              two, Hellcat and Rancor, you guys are on me, get the shields down 
              and disable the frigates." The Buccaneers lined up on their 
              targets and launched their torpedoes. On the first frigate, the 
              shields collapsed completely and two of the torpedoes impacted on 
              the hull, vaporizing some of the armor, the other frigate's shields 
              managed to absorb most of the damage, but it's shields were down 
              to critical. "Rancor, give them a hand with the other frigate" 
              came Guardians order. "As ordered sir". Buccaneer squadron 
              closed quickly with the frigates, lasers and ions blazing. Then 
              Stryker's voice came over the comm, "Hey Guardian, you want 
              some help with that other frigate. They seem to have run out of 
              fighters." With both Guardian and Rogue closing on the frigates, 
              they turned and headed to escape the mass shadow of planet.

             

            [Above the moon]

            "Hey Jalb" came Krayt's voice on their comm channel, 
              "I was playing around with my sensors and found something that 
              doesn't look right." "It's probably nothing," thought 
              Jalb. "Where are they centered?" came his reply. After 
              he received the coordinates, Jalb did a sensor sweep of the area 
              and found what Krayt had mentioned. "I can't really tell from 
              here, stay up here and keep an eye on things, I am going to go take 
              a look." "Will do" came Krayt's reply. About a minute 
              later, Jalb was within 10 kilometers of the sensor reading when 
              his threat alarm shrieked. He checked his screen and saw a pair 
              of missiles had been launched at him. Keeping his cool, he turned 
              his Awing towards the incoming missile and aimed his lasers at them, 
              at 2 kilometers he opened up on them and by the time they had gotten 
              to 1 kilometer, both were shrapnel. Two seconds later his sensors 
              cleared and showed that the sensor reading was in fact an imperial 
              listening post. "Hey Krayt," Jalb's voice crackled over 
              the comm, "I think we?re in trouble."

            [Attacking the remaining frigate] 

            With one frigate already "dead-in-space," the second was about 
              to join its counterparts status as Buccaneer squadrons' pilots continued 
              to pound it with precision ion blasts across the hull. Just as the 
              frigates' shields passed 20%, sensor alerts rang in the ears of 
              the attacking force, and one new red blip could be seen on the sensors. 
            

            Soon the comms came to life and Stryker did his job giving orders 
              to all squadrons, "Alright, Corsairs, get back and intercept the 
              fighters, Rogue's we are going to take out that Destroyer. Put all 
              of your torpedoes into it and we will have to finish it off the 
              hard way. Bucc, stay here and finish the job, then help on the ISD." 
            

            "Roger that Rogue Lead" Bucc CO Guardian responded, "Alright Buccs, 
              lets finish this clown off and help out on the attack of the ISD. 
              I want simultaneous attacks on the frigate so we can bring her to 
              a dead stop as soon as possible." 

            A chorus of "affirmatives" sang into Guardians ears, as all the 
              pilots at once turned to engage the frigate, hoping it will be the 
              last time. At 2.3 klicks out, all of the bombers targeted the same 
              point on the frigate to weaken the shields faster, and at 1.8 klicks 
              the frigate opened up with her barrage of laser fire. Holding their 
              ground, the pilots continued plowing into the heavy fire fight the 
              Imperial gunners were putting up, and at 1.6 klicks out all Buccaneers 
              let rip their ions cannons causing the area they were shooting on 
              to glow an illuminant blueish color. With the frigates shields dropping 
              to 10% now, Rancor started taking on too much fire from some of 
              the frigates laser batteries. 

            With Buccaneer squadron finishing off the remaining frigate, Rogue 
              and Corsair squadron moved in to intercept the new (and party crashing) 
              Star Destroyer. 

            [Warhead attack on ISD] 

            "Rogue squadron, this is Rogue lead, spread out formation and arm 
              torpedoes." " "Hey Stryker" came Jalb's voice over 
              the comm. "Krayt and I have a load of rockets, and we are starting 
              our rocket run." Not even going to ask he thought. "Go 
              for it, and good luck" chuckled Stryker as he began targeting 
              the Star Destroyer with his torpedoes. However, this fight wasn't 
              going to be as easy as he thought when alarms rang in his ears warning 
              him of incoming missiles....this star destroyer captain must have 
              been a boy scout, because the ship was loaded with Adv. Missiles. 
              Just as soon as the missiles were launched, the fighters followed 
              with T/I's, T/F's and T/B's springing from the bay of the wedged 
              shape ship. "Looks like we have got more problems people. Look sharp 
              and watch your backs," ordered Stryker as he went evasive launching 
              a dual shot of torpedoes at the Star Destroyer in the process. With 
              the rest of Rogue squadron gaining a target lock and firing off 
              the rest of their torpedoes, Corsairs' 5 and 6 moved in to arm their 
              rockets. As the warhead attack was taking place, the rest of Corsair 
              squadron broke off to engage the enemy fighters. Rogue joined in 
              to take on the more serious threat, T/B's while Corsair began attacking 
              the T/I's (bomber escorts). 

            As soon as Jalb_k and Krayt had a red lock, the trigger fingers 
              went into action launching 12 rockets each towards the star destroyer. 
              Trouble came when the star destroyer's adv. missiles destroyed all 
              of Rogues torpedoes and now the rockets were being destroyed. A 
              very frustrated Jalb_k radioed Stryker, "Stryker, we have encountered 
              a problem...seems that only 4 of our 24 rockets fired managed to 
              get through the defense screen of the star destroyer. The rest were 
              either destroyed by missiles or laser fire...its going to be a hell 
              of a fight mate." 

            "An even bigger problem Stryker, is that the ATR Salvatore has 
              broke free of the planets atmosphere and a flock of T/F's are moving 
              to destroy the transport," commented Rogues XO Vidster. "Blindman, 
              do you copy? This is Stryker...a group of enemy fighters are moving 
              to engage the ATR. Think you can handle it? We seem to be tied up 
              at the moment." "No problem Stryker" came Corsairs CO voice over 
              the comm, "Alright you three (Spectre, Knight and Condor) spread 
              formation and lets turn to engage the enemy fighters." 

            [Back at the frigates] 

            "This is Rancor, I'm taking to much fire here. Aft shields down 
              to 50% and forward shields are dropping rapidly, need to pull out 
              quick." "Gotcha buddy, I'll give you some breathing room," Hellcat 
              commented as he armed his laser cannons and came about to target 
              the closet laser turret to Rancor's battered bomber. Pretty sure 
              of his shot, Hellcat opened up making direct hits on the laser turret. 
              With the turret out-of-order, Rancor was in the clear. "You're clear 
              Ran...oh damn. This is Hellcat, engine system has been damaged, 
              I'm a sitting duck out here LITERALLY!!!" "Roger that Hellcat...Paladin 
              you seem to have more shield strength than the rest of us, move 
              in to shield Hellcat until his engine systems come back online. 
              The rest of you, move in to disable this frigate once and for all," 
              Guardian spitted out orders as he rerouted power to his shields 
              and prepped to bore in on the frigate. 

            With his bomber taking a beating from laser fire, Hellcats chances 
              of pulling out of here alive were bleak, but he spoke to soon. Just 
              as the last of his rear shields went dark Paladin moved in to position 
              himself between the frigates gunners and Hellcats bomber, now taking 
              the punishment. "How would you like a bit of metal used as your 
              shields Hellcat?" chuckled Paladin as he compensated his shields. 
              "Heh, my friend you don't know how glad I am to see you here. Thought 
              I was going to beco..." Hellcat was interrupted by Paladin, "How 
              much more time till repairs Hellcat?" "Still got another 10 seconds." 
              "Guardian, I'm not going to be able to keep this punishment up for 
              that amount of time." "This is Guardian, all Buccaneers disable 
              this sucker now. Damaged or not I don't want to lose 2 pilots at 
              the same time." As the urgency played out, Hellcats engine system 
              came online jolting him into his seat as his bomber jumped forward. 
              Seeing his squad mate active once again, Paladin engaged his thrusters 
              and proceeded to move out of range of the frigate just as the giant 
              ship's shields dropped. In a matter of seconds the ship was dead 
              in space, lights flickering and all. 

            Forgetting about his recent ordeal, Hellcat radioed Guardian "Hey 
              boss, we're not going to let Rogue and Corsair have all the fun 
              are we?" as he noticed the fireworks taking place off in the distance. 
              With a smile on his face Guardian responded with, "That's a big 
              negative 6. All craft form up on me and proceed to the engagement 
              area." As the bombers gathered on the CO's wing, they sped off to 
              join the other engagement taking place and leaving the two frigates 
              lying motionless in space. 

            [Back at the ISD engagement] 

            "This is Guardian, Stryker we're on our way. The two frigates are 
              dead in the water and all craft are still accounted for." "Roger 
              that Guardian." As the Rogues X-wings continued to engage the T/B's 
              and Corsairs A-wings fighting off the T/I's, the escorts of ATR 
              Salvatore were now within range to engage the T/F's. "Alright boys, 
              chose your targets and let em rip," came Blindman's order as he 
              pulled his A-wings laser mounts to aim on Alpha 1.

             

             

            "OK Krayt, you're my wing, form on me, echelon heavy right" Jalb_k 
              transmitted as he and Corsair Six overshot the ISD after their very 
              ordinary attack run, "We're going in hot...." he cut off as acquisition 
              tone started bleating in his headset. Jalb_k looked over each shoulder 
              out of habit then started cycling through his threat display, "Krayt, 
              I'm getting locked up here, do you see.. No, wait! Stryker, this 
              is Corsair Five. New contacts at 4.3, 2 marks, looks like T/A, wait, 
              make that 4, I say again, two pair, brights closing. Six and I will 
              split them." Suddenly Jalb's normally calm Macquarian drawl became 
              a terse monologue, "They have tone, they have tone. This is Five; 
              I'm going evasive. "Krayt, now would be good!" Krayt could not believe 
              the rate of closure, nor the fact that they were all ignoring him, 
              and was equally stunned at the fact that Jalb_k had just evaded 
              4 AM's and was looping around for a shot at the trailing bright, 
              "KRAYT!! Five minutes ago would be better!" The call was like a 
              slap to Matt's face and he pulled himself back into the battle, 
              taking an aggressive line to intersect with a T/A coming around 
              on his flight lead. 

            Vidster had monitored the comms between Corsair Five and Six and 
              partially ignored the small stab of worry he got. "Krayt, I don't 
              know, too new, but I know what Reynolds is like with brights and 
              he'll die before he admits it" he said to himself. He led the dupe 
              he was following just so, and a quad blast to the missile hold shattered 
              it prettily. He keyed a private channel to his CO (I don't know 
              how Vids got out here. Op Full Force is still on, and last I heard 
              he was in the brig *G*) and spoke "Boss, Vids. I think Jalb may 
              have bitten off more than he can chew. You're lookin' good here, 
              d'ya mind?" Stryker didn't need to think long and hard "Swing on 
              over, but try not to be too obvious. Just fly casual, we don't want 
              him to think we have no faith in him." "Roger Stryk, I'm out" came 
              Vidster's reply as he peeled off toward the melee at the rear of 
              the ISD. 

            While Blindman, Condor, Spectre and Knight finished off the Eyeballs 
              that came at the 'Salvatore', and Jalb and Krayt played with the 
              Brights, the remaining Corsairs were in the thick of the fray. Kallysto, 
              Mav and Wolf had worked up a creditable 12 squints between them, 
              with another wave on the way.

            [Near the ATR Salvatore] 

            "Just 3 more eyeballs left to go boys," came Blindman's voice over 
              the comms as he set his lasers for dual shot, while lining up on 
              one of the 3 T/F's. In a matter of seconds all of the eyeballs endangering 
              the ATR were destroyed and the Salvatore was moving into a landing 
              pattern on the Liberty. "This is Blindman, all targets threatening 
              the Salvatore have been destroyed. Knight, you're with me. Spectre 
              and Condor help out Kallysto, Mav, and Wolf with the new wave of 
              squints. Knight we're going to help out Jalb_K and Krayt with the 
              brights." As a series of "affirmatives" voiced across the comms, 
              Knight and Blindman formed up and broke off to engage the T/A's 
              while Condor and Spectre moved in to form up with Kallysto, Mav, 
              and Wolf in preparation for the new wave of squints. 

            [Meanwhile...] 

            "Alright Buccs, we're nearing the ISD. Spread out and watch your 
              backs, I don't think they are going to like a group of heavies approaching 
              their command ship," ordered Guardian as he took one last look at 
              the shields status of the wedge shaped ship. "Guardian, we've got 
              a problem. The newly arrived squints are veering off and moving 
              to intercept us," warned Valkrie just as the B-wings pressed to 
              within 3 klicks of the star destroyer. Suddenly Kallysto blared 
              out over the radio, "Don't worry Bucc, we are moving in at top speed 
              to take them off your back." Noticing the range between the Awings 
              and the T/Is, Guardian knew that it was going to be a close one 
              as the range between his squadron and the squints dropped to within 
              2.1 klicks. Now within 1.2 klicks, the squints opened fire on Buccaneer, 
              but no sooner had they opened fire than they became a part of the 
              void of space. As Corsairs' missiles impacted with the T/Is, Guardian 
              and the other pilots of Buccaneer couldn't help but sigh or relief 
              continuing to press onward towards the impstar. 

            [Engagement with the T/As] 

            "Krayt, where are ya mate?!" yelled out Jalb_k as he pulled his 
              fighter into a steep climb dodging yet another AM fired at him. 
              As he completed his turn, Jalb_k lined himself up on one of the 
              avengers, setting cannons for single shot and squeezing the trigger 
              sending scarlet colored blasts into the brights shields. Jalb_k's 
              fighter started losing shield strength though when he noticed that 
              one of the brights was on his tail cutting loose with all its cannons. 
              However, the laser fire coming from the T/A was brought to a halt 
              when Krayt's fighter zoomed over Jalb at top speed sending red bolts 
              of fire into the imperial fighter's shields causing it to break 
              off. The bright didn't last long after that, as Krayt pulled in 
              behind it finishing him off before he had a chance to recharge shields. 
              Not a moment to spare, Jalb reacquired the T/A he was working on 
              while Krayt banked hard left and cut engines to 2/3 bringing his 
              fighter on the tail of another bright. The third bright was going 
              to take advantage of the slight advantage he and his associates 
              had. He pulled in behind Jalb_k and started locking missiles. Noticing 
              his threat indicator blinking and then becoming a hard red Jalb_k 
              pulled his fighter into a steep dive while cutting power a little 
              hoping the imp would over shoot, "He's got lock, he's got lock!" 
              Almost at the engagement area, Vids noticed what was going on, and 
              calmly said to himself, "Hang in there buddy," as he neared the 
              melee area. 

            [Back with Buccaneer] 

            "This is the Liberty, all pilots we're withdrawing from the combat 
              area. We have reason to believe that the ISD has radioed for reinforcements. 
              All pilots, repeat ALL pilots, we're withdrawing from the area." 
              As the message was being announced, the Liberty turned on her axis 
              towards the hyperspace jump point...towards the ISD. 

            "Ok, spread formation and do not, repeat DO NOT target the ISD. 
              Last thing we need to worry about are AMs fired at us," ordered 
              Guardian as he ran a check of his shields one last time. With the 
              Buccaneers pushing on, Kallysto, Mav, Wolf, Spectre and Condor engaged 
              the impstars fighter defenses of squints near the star destroyer 
              itself. Taking on fire from a combination of two T/Is and the star 
              destroyer, Condor yelled out over the Mic, "Flight control systems 
              damaged." To make matters worse, his fighter was heading straight 
              in on the ISD just a little under 1.4 klicks away. Giving a quick 
              look at his repair console, Condor noticed that he had another 13 
              seconds till repairs to the flight control system were done, then 
              he looked at the growing imperial capship ahead of him. He didn't 
              like the thought of being a part of the impstars hull at all.

            Only seconds away from collision with the ISD, Condor noticed the 
              blur of Spectre's A-Wing slip in above him. It took only a moment 
              for him to realize what he had planned. There was a worrying 'smash' 
              as his fighter was bumped down by Spectre, narrowly flinging it 
              clear. He looked out the side of his cockpit to see Spectre only 
              meters from the ISD's surface. Amid a flurry of laser fire Spectre 
              spun out and clear of the shadow of the ISD. 

            "Thanks Spectre," said a slightly shaken Condor, 

            "I owe you, big time". Seconds later flight control was returned 
              to operational status and they both entered the fray once more......

            [Back on the Brights] 

            Jalb jerked his fighter back and forth trying to shake the missile 
              lock, just as he heard the missile warning, the space around him 
              erupted into turbolaser blasts as he came within the ISD's range, 
              "Oh great, this is all I needed" he thought. He heard a small explosion 
              behind him and then another larger one, checking his scanner, he 
              no longer saw the missile or the Advanced behind him. Then Krayt's 
              voice came over the comm, "He got hit by one of those turbolaser 
              blasts." he chuckled. "And I finished up the third one, you want 
              the last one or should I take it?" 

            Before Jalb could get off a reply, his sensors showed the bright 
              taking laser damage and exploding a few seconds later. Then Blindman's 
              voice came over the comm; "sorry we couldn't let you guys have all 
              the fun. Alright Corsairs, let's finish off the remaining fighters 
              and get out of here." 

            [On the bridge] 

            "Captain we are within turbolaser range now" 

            "Then fire at will" The liberty opened up into the star destroyer 
              and it opened up back at the Liberty a couple of seconds later. 
              But with the Corsairs taking out it's fighters before they could 
              do anything to the liberty, and two squadrons of fighters doing 
              strafing runs across the hull, The ISD's shields fell quickly. Then 
              the Liberty and the Buccaneers opened up with their ions and the 
              Star Destroyer was dead in space inside of fifteen seconds. 

            This is the Salvatore; we have landed in the hangar bay and are 
              transporting Talyn to sick bay. 

            All fighters this is control, we will meet up at the rendezvous 
              point, the Liberty will be entering hyperspace in thirty seconds. 
            

            [Back on the bridge] 

            "Sir, twenty seconds till hyperspace" 

            The sensor operator then spoke up again, 

            "Sir, I have three more enemy capital ships entering the system 
              on the other side of the planet. It looks like two Victory Star 
              Destroyers and an Interdictor." 

            "How close are they to powering up the gravity wells?" Came his 
              reply. 

            "Sir, they came in with power already running, the gravity well 
              is already expanding" 

            The Sensor officer watched the gravity well expanded, catching 
              up to the Liberty quickly. Two seconds later Renegade wing entered 
              hyperspace, leaving the new arrivals far behind them.

            Stryker watched from the hanger gallery as the last of the A-wings 
              powered down and settled to the deck after rendezvous. He couldn't 
              help but feel pride in the pilots of his wing. 2 Nebulon B's and 
              an ISD disabled, 64 Imp fighters of various configurations accounted 
              for and not one lost by the good guys. Admittedly there were a few 
              space frames that were on the short side of spaceworthy, some of 
              the Buccs had certainly taken a hammering, but all things considered... 
              "A pity we couldn't have captured those disabled craft." he thought 
              to himself. "Oh well, such are the fortunes of war." 
            
His gaze fell on a group of pilots, backslapping and grinning at 
              each other, hands held out in front replaying maneuvers from the 
              dogfight just in case their buddy had missed it out there. "Humph, 
              Corsairs!" Stryker smiled to himself, a smile which turned to a 
              frown as he spied Corsairs Five and Six in the middle of the gathering. 
              Wondering what he was going to do about them and trying to figure 
              what rules they had bent or broken, he finally decided to leave 
              it up to their CO, "Blindman can sort that one out!" he grinned, 
              and with that turned on his heel towards his cabin and a well deserved 
              refreshment.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Rim-ward Spoils

            Things were pretty much normal on the Liberty. There were a few 
              new faces on-board as well as some old faces now missing. As usual 
              Corsair Squadron had been doing its fair share of patrols and escort 
              missions. These missions had been no different than normal but some 
              of the pilots had got a little tired of the lack of actual combat 
              recently. Rogue Squadron had been kept very busy though, and it 
              looked as though the elite squadron was finding all the action at 
              the moment.

             Fortunately for some of the Corsairs things were looking up. An 
              interesting mission that could not be left until the Rogues were 
              back had just become available thanks to some top class reconnaissance 
              on their fellow Corsairs part.

             Lt. Col. Bob "Blindman" Lin strode into the briefing 
              room in which Chris "Jalb_K" Reynolds, Matt "Krayt" 
              Housemann, and Jonathan "Condor" Rees sat. Surprisingly 
              a couple of the Buccaneers were also present for the briefing too, 
              so this made it look like the mission was going to be something 
              a little more interesting. The colonel spoke, he looked tired but 
              enthusiastic nonetheless.

             "Well Renegades, we've been idling our burners lately; but 
              Command has decided go give us a go, so let's get started". 
              He turned to the Corsair pilots as their faces lit up with the prospect 
              of some kills. "Your squadmates have brought to our attention 
              a relatively unguarded munitions convoy passing through a classified 
              sector on the outer rim. The Empire must have planned to sneak it 
              past us unnoticed as a quick sensor sweep of the convoy revealed 
              only a handful of Eyeballs and Squints escorting, with a few in 
              reserve on board a pair of Corvettes that form the primary defenses 
              for the convoy. Of course we have other plans for this convoy, but 
              our recon did not pass unnoticed so reinforcements are undoubtedly 
              already en-route. Now we would prefer to capture the entire convoy 
              intact, but insufficient time and manpower prevents that. So..." 
              he paused to let the tension build up, then: "Guardian has 
              assigned a flight of two B-wings from Buccanneer that will attempt 
              to destroy the entire convoy and deny the Empire use of these weapons. 
              Three A-wings from Corsair will provide escort for the B-wings and 
              intercept all fighter defenses. Notice I said 'attempt', not because 
              I doubt your abilities, but because I want you all out of there 
              at the first sign of trouble, is that clear?"

            All the pilots nodded." It doesn't appear so but we can never 
              rule out the possibility of a trap. Also -- Intel suggests Imperial 
              reinforcements will be heavy and in significant numbers so be careful! 
              This does however leave the question of why is this convoy so important, 
              so as a precautionary measure Flight Officer Ralter will be joining 
              you on this mission to capture anything of great value to our wing 
              and the Alliance in general. To this end we will have commandos 
              on board the Darei to help with capture operations, if any. 
              Therefore Corsair Squadron also has the responsibility of keeping 
              them safe, right?"

             Alli walked into the briefing with a sense of purpose, followed 
              shortly thereafter by a small yellow creature that could only be 
              Pika.

             "Right!" she said. "Do you think we can rely on 
              these guys?" she asked Pika. She smiled after a small nod came 
              in return then replied "Yeah me too".

             

            ***

            A short while later the mission's pilots had gathered in the main 
              hangar and were completing final checks to their ships.

             "So," said Jalb, "you have the honor of flying 
              with the best today! I'll let you take my other wing if you think 
              you can handle it."

             "Sure," Condor replied with a smirk, "I'm not in 
              the mood for lead today, so I will be happy to pass it on to the 
              next best qualified. You need the experience."

             "Heheh, you wish Condor," came the reply.

             Moments later they were aboard their A-wings with Josh "Hellcat" 
              Kinney and Alastair "Rancor" Harper aboard their respective 
              B-wings. Alli was not yet with them as her modified Corellian Transport 
              was capable of much greater speeds than the fighters. This allowed 
              her to leave later and gave the others a chance to secure the combat 
              area first as well.

             Each Corsair pilot switched to their squad channel and checked 
              in. "This is Five, reading all green for go."

             "Copy Five, this is Six, all systems operational."

             "Nine here, roger that, clear for lift off."

             "Liberty Control," Jalb_k said, switching to the wing's 
              frequency, "Corsair flight of three, requesting permission 
              to launch, noses hot."

             "Control to Corsair flight," purred Pashk "Silk" 
              V'tikan, the Bothan flight controller. "Copy, noses hot, permission 
              to launch granted, Force be with you."

             The A-wings took the lead and rose off the deck, then glided slowly 
              around to face the hangars exit. Seconds later their engines kicked 
              in and thrust them forward. They swooped out away from the Liberty 
              at one-third power, followed shortly thereafter by the pair of B-wings 
              from Buccaneer Squadron. The snubfighters made formation around 
              Jalb's craft as he downloaded jump co-ordinates to his comrades.

             "Hyperspace in 3, 2, 1."

             The familiar sight of stars cascading in beams of pure light greeted 
              them as they left the relative safety of the Liberty far behind.

             

             Condor checked his chrono; there were mere seconds until reversion 
              to realspace and his mission. He was going to have to work fast, 
              his comrades in Buccaneer and on the Darei depended on it.

             The cascade of light shimmered and faltered, finally slowing to 
              a halt. Several shapes began to grow in his line of sight as his 
              A-Wing decelerated from hyperspace. He recognised the shapes of 
              the bulk freighters straight away; there were six of them, protected 
              at the front and rear by a corvette. The Buccaneers first task 
              was to penetrate this defensive perimeter to reach their targets. 
              Condor's combat computer reported eight standard TIE/In Starfighters, 
              or "eyeballs," in the area. Jalb spoke up:

             "Right Condor, Krayt and I can handle these guys. You take 
              close escort of the B's in case any slip by us. We have to give 
              them a clear run to target."

             "Roger," Condor replied.

             "Oh yeah," added Jalb, "while you're there do a 
              quick ID of the freighters, let's see what we got."

             No sooner had they split than their combat computer reported a 
              launch of four TIE Interceptors, or "squints," from the 
              corvettes. Condor reacted quickly:

             "I'm on them. Give me a hand with the ID run when you're 
              done."

             "Copy that," replied Jalb.

             "You sure you're all right with them?" Krayt queried.

             "I'll shout you at the first sign of trouble," came 
              Condor's reply.

             Corsair Nine and the Buccaneers slipped under the eyeballs formation 
              as Jalb and Krayt opened fire. Jalb's shots tore the left panel 
              clear off his target while Krayt hit his victim dead on causing 
              the cockpit of the TIE to condense into a cloud of ionised gas.

             "Woo-hoo!" Jalb screamed. "Chalk up another one 
              for the Corsair boys!"

             Meanwhile Condor had pulled aside from the Buccaneers on an intercept 
              course, attempting to take the squints out before they could harass 
              the B-wings of Buccaneer. As Hellcat and Rancor closed on the convoy 
              they each targeted a corvette and began to lock their weapons.

             "I'm locked, torps away!" came the reassuring update 
              from Hellcat. His flight of torpedoes slammed straight into his 
              corvette's bridge section simultaneously lowering the shields of 
              the vessel while blasting huge chunks of armor out of it at a time. 
              It didn't stand a chance and quickly broke up under the onslaught. 
              Rancor had similar success with his torpedoes hitting the engine 
              section of his corvette and detonating the entire ship.

             "The corvettes are down, clear for ID," announced Rancor.

            "Only one minute until Alli gets here," added Hellcat. 
              "Let's make sure there's no welcoming committee for her!"

             The squints had split into two elements as Condor closed. The 
              first continued towards the Buccaneers, the other had broken off 
              and had now targeted his A-wing and was closing fast. He jinked 
              to port to avoid the barrage of lasers and in doing so got a laser 
              lock on one of the other squints. Unleashing a quick salvo of dual 
              shots, he managed to tear one apart in his first pass. He followed 
              up on the second's tail and had caused severe damage to it when 
              he felt the slam of Imperial lasers on his aft shields. He slew 
              his craft left and right but had difficulty losing the maneuverable 
              squints that obviously weren't being flown by rookies. The odd stray 
              shot from his pursuers hitting his shields started to worry him. 
              But just as he saw no other option but to call on his wingmen, the 
              welcome sight of Hellcat's B-wing appeared right in front of him 
              and fired two linked shots straight at his pursuer at point blank 
              range. This surprise brought a quick smile on Condor's face and 
              the shock caused the squint's wingman to break off. Seizing the 
              opportunity Condor turned and inverted bringing the fleeing squint 
              into his sight. His first shot was too high, but managed to clip 
              the squint's starboard wing. The proximity of this shot caused the 
              squint's pilot to swerve away from the blast straight in line with 
              his second shot. The ball cockpit was sheared end to end by the 
              blast.

             "Thanks for the save back there Hellcat!" Condor called.

             "Hey no problem Birdman," came the reply, "we Buccs 
              need some kills too ya know."

             "That's the squints taken care of," reported Condor, 
              "beginning ID run".

             During the conflict with the squints Corsair's Five and Six flyers 
              had been kept equally busy. After the initial pass the eyeballs 
              broke formation and juked in all directions. The two pilots had 
              each managed to stay on one and persisted in showering their path 
              with lasers until they were no more.

             "Two to one," Krayt mused, "I'd take those odds 
              any day." The remaining eyeballs were then evenly spread on 
              Jalb_k's and Krayt's tails.

             "Let's go for the old one two," Jalb replied.

             "Roger that."

             The two A-wings turned to face each other head on as their followers 
              did the same. As they closed to 1.5 klicks they both opened fire 
              at each other just as the eyeballs fired upon them.

             Jalb broke up, and Krayt down. The eyeballs realized only too 
              late the old trick they had fallen for. The Corsairs had left behind 
              them four ties and a whole lot of lasers. The combination wasn't 
              pretty as an inescapable barrage of both Rebel and Imperial energy 
              beams surrounded the lead eyeballs. The resulting explosion made 
              it difficult for their wingmen to see for a moment. One had escaped 
              relatively unscathed; the other had lost a significant part of its 
              port solar panel and thus some of its manoeuvrability. They didn't 
              see each other until late, far too late. They both tried to break 
              -- but with no time and one of the two damaged, collision was unavoidable.

             "Yeah! Scratch eight!" came from a delighted Krayt.

             Rancor had already ID'd the first two freighters as Condor's A-wing 
              came flying past him towards the others.

             "Just standard munitions at the moment," reported Rancor. 
              "You take the first Hellcat, and I'll take this one. Oh and 
              save the torps for later in case we need to finish in a hurry."

             "Will do," answered Hellcat.

             Just as Condor's A-wing closed on the remaining freighters, the 
              familiar sight of Alli's CORT Darei appeared on sensors. The other 
              Corsairs moved to escort and were on her wing in moments.

             Condor ID'd the remaining freighters with ease. The first were 
              just loaded with standard munitions, but the last pair's cargo caught 
              his attention a little better. Both were packed full of starfighter 
              warheads: one load of advanced missles, and the other advanced torpedoes. 
              This was too good to be true for Renegade Wing; warheads were in 
              short supply at the best of times for the Alliance, so this find 
              was like striking gold.

            Jalb took control:

             "Hellcat, Rancor, disable those freighters now! Alli -- capture 
              them as quickly as possible, reinforcements can't be far off now. 
              We'll finish the others off."

             Under the combined firepower of the three A-wings the freighters 
              lasted no time at all. The first buckled under a solid wave of laser 
              fire, and the second was dispatched with a few well-placed missiles.

             Meanwhile the Buccaneers used their remaining torpedoes to cripple 
              the shields on both of the freighters. Seconds later the familiar 
              blue glow of ion cannons washed over the freighter's hull.

             "Targets disabled," reported Hellcat.

             "Copy that," answered Jalb.

             The graceful shape of the CORT Darei glided above and lowered 
              itself onto the first freighter.

             "Give me two minutes to unload commandos onto the freighters," 
              requested Alli.

             "This is Nine, roger that, we'll cover you."

             It seemed like an eternity as they waited. Finally the Darei disengaged 
              off the freighter and moved towards the other.

             "So far so good," Krayt reported.

             "Doh!" replied Hellcat, "never say that until it's over."

             The sudden appearance of an Imperial-class Star Destroyer and 
              several corvettes spurred the pilots into action. Moments later 
              a smaller Victory-class Star Destroyer appeared towards their exit 
              vector. The first captured freighter, with only seconds to spare, 
              accelerated towards and under the VSD and escaped into hyperspace 
              narrowly avoiding the hail of laser fire the Star Destroyer had 
              aimed at it.

             "That was close," said Rancor. "We won't be so 
              lucky next time, it's moving to block our escape."

             "We'll have to force it back so we can get jumped out of 
              here. Anyone got any torps left?"

             "We've got two each," replied Hellcat, "not enough 
              to dent that ugly piece of space trash."

             "I've got a couple loaded up to fire on board, too," 
              added Alli.

             "We had better save them for our withdrawal," suggested 
              Hellcat. "We'll need them to pin that VSD down."

             "Copy that," answered Jalb. "Corsairs, we're going 
              to have to keep any fighters off the Darei while she finishes docking. 
              Condor, work with the Buccaneers and hold any forces from the VSD 
              away from the Darei; Krayt and I will do our best to stop any from 
              the ISD. Alli, tell me your guys are almost done 'cause we're running 
              out of options, fast!"

             "Another minute at least Jalb' just give us a little longer."

             "We'll try, but there's no promises."

             A swarm of fighters poured out the ISD and headed straight towards 
              them. They were only 10 klicks away so they would have a warhead 
              lock on the Darei in little more than a minute. The duo of A-wings 
              kicked their engines up to full and closed as quickly as possible.

             "OK Krayt, it looks like we only have one option here, go 
              for the bombers, it's our only chance."

             "Let's just hope we stay alive long enough to do that then," 
              came the reply.

             Meanwhile there was a launch of only 2 squints and 3 dupes from 
              the VSD; it was starting to look a little more promising this end 
              of the engagement.

             "I'll keep the squints off your back, go for the bombers," 
              said Condor.

             "Will do Birdman," replied Hellcat, "don't let 
              us down."

             As Condor flew head-on at the squints he switched to missiles 
              and fired a snap shot at the lead fighter. It disengaged immediately 
              and concentrated on staying clear of his warhead. With the first 
              out the way for a while he focused his aim at the second and closed 
              with frightening speed. His target noticed the unwanted attention 
              he was receiving and moved to engage. At this range it was near 
              suicide against a shielded craft; both exchanged laser fire but 
              the squint's merely deflected on his shields. Condor's shots hit 
              home and the squint tore apart with ease as he flew through the 
              remains of his foe. 

             This had left the Buccaneers unchallenged in their run against 
              the dupes. They each took one down in moments from missile lock. 
              The survivor managed to let a twin salvo of torpedoes loose before 
              the clumsy B-wings could turn to fire. The azure projectiles speed 
              off towards the Darei.

             "You have incoming!" Hellcat screamed as a hasty warning 
              to Alli. Within seconds of impact a flare launched from the CORT 
              and intercepted the first torp. The second, unchallenged, slammed 
              straight into the transport shaking it end from end. The shields 
              held, barely, and the Darei regained control momentarily.

             "Careful guys, another one of them and we're done for!"

             "We are severely outnumbered here Alli! If you're not going 
              to be done in the next thirty seconds we're going to have to withdraw."

             "Almost there boys, just hold them off for a few seconds."

             The squint on the run from Condor's missile came dangerously close 
              to Hellcat on his evasive maneuvers. It provided an opportunity 
              too great to pass up for the impulsive pilot. He locked all lasers 
              on Hellcat and opened fire. Hellcat saw the threat immediately and 
              dodged accordingly, but it was not enough due to the B-wing's massive 
              profile. Two of the four lasers from the initial barrage hit his 
              craft, rocking it with the impact. The squint pilot pulled behind 
              Hellcat with ease with his squint's far superior maneuverability. 
              Just as he was about to fire the missile he had carelessly ignored 
              slammed into his side blowing his craft apart.

             "You're clear Hellcat!" commented Condor. "Our 
              exit vector is cleared of fighters for the time being."

             "Copy that" said Jalb as his small flight of A-Wings 
              approached the cloud of fighters before them. "Nine, give us 
              some help out here; Buccaneers stay on escort."

             The two Corsairs tore into the group of TIEs narrowly missing 
              the shower of lasers fired upon them and continued towards the large 
              group of dupes behind them. A hastily fired missile from each A-wing 
              took two down instantaneously. As they closed the Corsair pilots 
              switched to lasers and fired into the group. The dupes broke formation 
              and scattered. Despite the trail of eyeballs and squints that followed 
              them the two A-Wings managed to snap off enough shots to discourage 
              any dupes from staying straight enough to get a warhead lock on 
              the Darei. However the sheer number of enemy fighters soon got the 
              better of them, and Jalb had to disengage from the dupes to avoid 
              a pounding of laser fire coming from the fighters close on his tail. 
              This was all the chance the Imperial pilots needed. A volley of 
              about twelve torpedoes sped off towards the Darei at breakneck speed.

             "There is more incoming Alli," said a solemn Jalb, "please 
              tell me you're done."

             "Not quite!" said Alli. "What range?"

             "Six klicks," replied Jalb.

             "We're in trouble. Torpedoes are loaded up now so we have 
              no missiles to intercept the torpedoes."

             "Use the torpedoes then!"

             "No can do; they're not quick enough to get in the way in 
              time -- my launchers are front firing."

             "Condor, you're mid-way to us, try to intercept them first, 
              you're Darei's only chance."

             "I'll try Jalb," Condor said.

             "Good luck Nine."

             Condor saw the shimmer of blue coming towards him. He switched 
              to single fire lasers and hoped he was quick enough. As the torpedoes 
              approached he targeted the first and opened fire. Torpedo after 
              torpedo was shot down, but they appeared to keep coming, never ending. 
              Finally he could see only the blackness of space behind them. A 
              final volley of five torpedoes came towards him from every angle 
              in front. He snapped out five shots, but in his hurry only three 
              hit home.

             "Wow," said Jalb, "good shooting, you got them 
              all!"

             "That's a negative," said Condor let down by his failure. 
              "The last two got by me."

             "Brace for impact Darei!" ordered Jalb. Mere moments 
              from the fatal impact the elegant forms of Hellcat's and Rancor's 
              B-wings glided in front of the Darei and fired a linked shot each. 
              The incoming torpedoes fizzled into nothingness.

             "Woo hoo!" said Jalb, "way to go guys!"

             "Capture operation complete!" reported Alli.

             "Let's get the hell out of here then!" replied Condor.

             "Copy that Nine," said Jalb, "on our way out, ETA 
              one minute." The two A-Wings amidst the TIE swarm turned tail 
              and kicked their engines up to flank, tearing away from the enemy 
              fighters and leaving even some of the squints for dust. The rest 
              of the Alliance forces turned to engage the VSD and head for their 
              exit vector.

             The Darei and the two B-wings from Buccaneer let loose with everything 
              they had. The volley of torpedoes served its purpose, slamming into 
              the VSD with such force that it was knocked back as its shields 
              were pounded down. The B-wings and the Darei slipped under the VSD 
              and took the opportunity when it was pinned down to fly past and 
              jump to hyperspace.

             The freighter was by now closing fast on the exit vector, however 
              it was moving too slow to slip past the capital ship as the others 
              had. By this time Jalb and Krayt had caught up almost to the final 
              freighter and Condor took their wing.

             "I say we charge them," suggested Condor.

             "I knew we brought you for a reason," Jalb laughed down 
              the comm. "You're the lead, Condor; it's your idea so you have 
              the honor." The others slipped behind him and sped off towards 
              the freighter with the faster squints in hot pursuit. The three 
              A-wings got in range just before the freighter and caught all the 
              attention of the VSD. All three fighters opened up on the bridge 
              and top of the hull while gliding left and right to avoid incoming 
              fire. The VSD was such a big target that even with this movement 
              they hit with all their shots. The incoming Corsairs though were 
              a little harder to hit. The splash of rebel lasers against the Star 
              Destroyer's bridge was enough to distract the vessel's commander. 
              The freighter flew past as quickly as possible and jumped as soon 
              as it was able. Seconds later the A-wings that had by now cleared 
              the VSD aimed to do the same. The following squints were close behind 
              but not quick enough as the trio of fighters jumped as one into 
              the welcome quiet of hyperspace.

            ***

             Back at the Liberty the pilots were met with congratulations from 
              their comrades. They had just had word that the fighters of their 
              ship had been allocated all the captured warheads, which would make 
              their job a lot easier at times. They all met after debriefing for 
              a celebration drink.

             "Pretty well done Condor," said Jalb. "You did 
              OK. If you're really lucky I may let you fly with us again some 
              time. I'm surprised you could keep up with us."

             "Gee thanks," replied Condor jokingly, "but I've 
              had enough of the little league for the time being."

             "Yeah right," Jalb added, "now you've flown with 
              the best, nothing will compare".

             "I'll take your word for it Jalb... for now! Oh by the way, 
              well-flown Buccaneers, you guys can be useful even in those tanks 
              you call starfighters."

             "Good job I was there to bail you out, Tweety," added 
              Hellcat. "What would you do without me?"

             "I'm sure I'd manage, Kitty, but I had to give you guys something 
              to do, gotta earn your pay."

             "You guys never stop do you?" asked Alli.

             "We're Renegades," replied Rancor. "That's the 
              idea!"

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Silk's Tale

            Pashk "Silk" V'tikan walked into the dim light of the 
              lounge, and gave the patrons a quick once over. There were no pilots 
              here yet; they were still in debriefing, which didn't surprise him 
              given the fact he had just gotten leave from the bridge. With the 
              lounge about empty he found himself with a choice of booths. Silk 
              half sat, half collapsed, into a corner booth near the bar with 
              a viewport close at hand. 

            "Hey Mixer, a vodka martini please, and make it a big one!" 
              Silk called out. It had been a long day. What had started out as 
              a response to a pirate raid on an Alliance convoy had ended up turning 
              into a major skirmish. Humph! A pirate band! As well armed as 
              they were they had to be mercs. They had arrived in system expecting 
              to find a freighter or two, along with a couple of Y-wings or uglies. 
              Instead the Liberty emerged from hyperspace to find a Dreadnaught 
              and two Corvettes, along with close to four squadrons of fighters. 
              My jaw just about dropped when I saw their fighter complement 
              -- those were no pirates! The space around the convoy was swarming 
              with enemy fighters, at least two squadrons of Y-wings, a squadron 
              of combined Z-95s and X-wings, and a squadron of uglies. The ensuing 
              fight had been fierce and bloody. Pashk had found himself nervous 
              when relaying the Admiral's orders during the battle. I just 
              hope no one noticed.

            By this time Mixer had arrived with his drink, which Silk took 
              with relief. He had just taken his first sip when he noticed someone 
              standing at his booth. Pashk glanced up and about choked on his 
              drink. He quickly sprang to his feet and threw a salute. "Captain 
              Evert!"

            "At ease, Lieutenant. Mind if I join you?" The grizzled 
              human asked.

            "Not at all sir," Silk responded as he motioned for the 
              Captain to sit. "Something to drink sir?" Silk asked politely, 
              then he blushed wondering if he had made a breach in etiquette.

            "Thank you. I'll have whatever you are having," Evert 
              replied with a smile.

            "Mixer, another martini!" Silk called.

            Mixer returned quickly with another martini. Evert took the glass 
              then held it up, "To your first large engagement with the Liberty." 
              The two clinked glasses and sipped. Evert had a quick coughing spell 
              after he finished his sip. "What in the name of the Force is 
              this thing?" he asked, staring at the drink like it was poison.

            Pashk's fur rippled with embarrassment. "Well sir, it is vodka 
              with a little vermouth in it." 

            The captain eyed the drink again. "And just where did you 
              learn of this thing?"

            "Well sir, it is something like this...."

            	

            	

            
            Bothan Martial Academy; one month prior to the Battle 
              of Yavin...

             
            The two opponents stood facing each other with their swords in 
              identical guards. The two could almost have been twins. They both 
              wore the same armor and masks, the only differences being in the 
              appearance of the armor. One set was worn and frayed, while the 
              other appeared nearly new. The appearance of twins was shattered 
              once they started to move. The newer-armored figure rushed his opponent, 
              pulling up at the last second. There was a brief flurry of blows 
              and then the fight was over. The younger one was flat on his back; 
              his sword lay about three feet from his hand.

            The one still standing sighed and removed his mask, revealing that 
              he was a Bothan. His fur at one time had been a dark black, but 
              was now streaked with silver. The one on the ground began to move 
              again, and with a groan removed his mask. This Bothan was far younger, 
              his fur still a vibrant black. 

            Shaking his head to clear away the stars he looked up at his teacher 
              and asked, "What hit me! I had your sword blocked!"

            The older Bothan laughed. "You're right Silk, you did have 
              my sword blocked, but you forgot about my fists and feet. Remember, 
              you are at the point in your training where anything is fair. You 
              need to start combining your hand to hand training with this," 
              Kothlis Fel'kay explained as he offered Silk a hand. Once the young 
              Bothan was standing again, Kothlis asked, "Ready for another 
              round?"

            Pashk just shook his head. "I can't. Glain wants to run me 
              through some more flight controller combat scenarios."

            "Well I won't keep you then. But if you could, please come 
              by my room this evening, I need to talk with you."

            "Yes sir," Silk replied with a bow, then turned to go 
              clean up.

            	Kothlis' quarters; 19:00 hours....

            "In!" Kothlis called when he heard the knock at his door. 
              As he turned towards the door he found Silk standing there in his 
              Academy uniform. "Ah, Silk, glad to see you could make it. 
              Have a seat. Would you like something to drink?" Silk just 
              nodded as he sat. A few minutes later Kothlis came and sat, but 
              first he handed Pashk a drink. "Here's to you Silk," he 
              toasted as they clinked glasses. Kothlis downed his drink like water 
              and Silk tried to follow his teacher's example, but he soon found 
              his throat on fire.

            Sputtering, he finally managed to ask, "What is this thing?"

            Kothlis just laughed, "I guess you are still a little young 
              to be enjoying these. It is called a martini. Try it again sometime 
              when you are a little older -- but have a vodka one, those made 
              from gin are worse." Kothlis smiled for a little while longer, 
              then his face became serious, "Silk, I've asked you here to 
              tell you goodbye. I'm being sent out on a mission."

            Silk took this well; after all, he'd had several teachers leave 
              for missions while he was in the academy. His main worry was that 
              Kothlis wouldn't be there to see him graduate. In his time at the 
              academy Kothlis had replaced Pashk's dead father as his paternal 
              figure, and the thought of him missing his graduation from the academy 
              hurt. "When will you be back? Or are you free to talk about 
              your mission?" Pashk asked, a serious look settling on his 
              face.

            "Oh, I can tell you some things, and I should be back by your 
              graduation." Seeing the smile on Silk's face, he continued, 
              "As you know, our spynet has been supplying the Alliance to 
              Restore the Republic with information on the Empire. This is the 
              best we can do for them now, though we hope that will change in 
              time. Anyway, we have found a lot of material, material that would 
              be used to build ships, has been disappearing from Imperial warehouses. 
              We believe that the Empire is shipping it off to some secret location 
              where they are building a very large fleet. Bothan High Command 
              has finally decided to try and infiltrate this operation to see 
              what is happening. I've been chosen to lead the team attempting 
              this."

            "Wow. Is this the reason that this year's graduating class 
              is getting such extensive field training, in both combat and espionage?" 
              Silk asked shrewdly.

            "You've hit the nail on the head my boy. We believe the war 
              is going to heat up soon, and we want you young ones ready for it. 
              Anyway, we are to leave tomorrow, my entire team was given tonight 
              to say goodbye to their family, and since I don't have any family..." 
              Kothlis left the rest unsaid.

            "Well my teacher, I wish you luck on this mission. Of course 
              with you in charge no one but the Dark Lord of Sith could stop you," 
              Silk said smiling broadly.

            "So I hope, so I hope," Kothlis replied, then turned 
              and reached behind him. When he turned around, Pashk saw that he 
              was holing his rapier.

            "What, not another sparring session. I'm not even armed!" 
              Silk protested in mock anger.

            "No, not another sparring match. This was to be your graduation 
              present from me, but since I might be gone for your graduation I'm 
              giving it to you early." Kothlis passed the finely crafted 
              sword over to his student.

            Silk's mouth was open in a silent O. "Wwwwhat can I say?" 
              he stammered.

            "Say you'll carry it with honor my boy!"

            "I shall, thank you."

            Kothlis watched his student admire the blade for a few minutes 
              before speaking, "Well now Silk, I have to finish packing. 
              I'll see you in a few months." Both stood and clasped hands.

            "I'll see you then teacher."

            	Cantina on Bothawui... one month after the 
              Battle of Yavin...

            Today should have been the happiest day in Pashk's short life. 
              He had graduated near the top of his class today, and he already 
              had his first assignment, as Flight Controller in Borsk Fey'lya's 
              task force of Dreadnaughts. But one dark cloud blotted out all his 
              joy. Today he had received official conformation that Kothlis Fel'kay 
              had been killed aboard the Death Star, where he was being held prisoner, 
              when it was destroyed by the Rebel Alliance.

            "So what'll it be sonny?" The old Bothan behind the bar 
              asked, bringing Silk out of his memories of his teacher.

            "Ah.... I'll have a martini." Silk mumbled.

            "Gin or Vodka?"

            Silk looked up at the bartender, "Vodka of course?."

             

            
            Now

             
             

            "And that is how I was introduced to this drink."

            "So you drink it to honor your teacher?" Evert asked.

            "Well at first yes, but then I've gotten to like them, so 
              it is just what I order when I get to drink." Silk explained.

            Evert nodded, then took a quick look around the lounge. The pilot's 
              debrief must have ended, the lounge was beginning to fill. "Well 
              Mr. V'tikan, I need to return to the bridge. Enjoy your drink." 
              He tossed a half-serious salute to the young Bothan, then left the 
              lounge.

            Silk leaned back in his booth, staring out the viewport. He then 
              raised his glass, "To you Kothlis."

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Coruscant Nightmare

             

            
            In the Lounge

             
            Sipping his favorite drink, Lomiin-ale, and munching on a platefull 
              of nachos, at a booth in the lounge, Marc "ProwLer" Desrosiers felt 
              only boredom inside him. Not because life on the Liberty 
              was boring, mind you, but because his girlfriend and fiancé-to-be, 
              Lyrtia Desori, was gone again on some Top-Secret Intelligence mission 
              that he knew nothing about. 

            But boredom was really just the beginning of how he felt. He was 
              scared -- petrified would say it better -- that something would 
              happen to her. 

            
            Why, oh why, do you always have to leave? You stay for barely a 
              few days and then head back out to the-Force-knows-where in some 
              lost area of the galaxy.

             
            Deep in his thoughts, he didn't notice the new arrivals in the 
              lounge. Robert "Paladin" Hasegawa and Jonathan "Valkyrie" Hu, both 
              members of Buccaneer Squadron, walked in. Their brows were still 
              dripping with sweat after a practice-duel with their swords. They 
              walked to the bar, each ordering a drink, and gulped down each of 
              their mugs. After a refill, they glanced around and noticed their 
              fellow Buccaneer, seated alone in a dark corner of the lounge..

            " Hey Prowler, why so glum? " said Paladin, as he and his 
              fencing partner sat down. 

            Prowler looked up and said, "Ah...nothing, I'm just bored and worried 
              about my girlfriend. She's off somewhere, completing some Intelligence 
              mission." Sighing heavily, Prowler looked down to the floor.

            "Oh!" answered Paladin, slightly embarrassed for asking the question.

            On the other side of the table, Valkyrie was fidgeting a with a 
              small object that was lying beside Prowler's drink.

            " What's this?" he asked. 

            "That," answered Prowler, "is a Numbka, a goodluck charm that my 
              girlfriend gave me when 

            joined Starfighter Command. I always have it with me. Reminds me 
              of her." 

            Paladin smiled slowly as an idea crept into him. "Um..Marc, you 
              haven't really told us much about yourself. None of us know you 
              really well. And if you feel cramped, you ought to tell someone."

            Prowler frowned and said, " Well, I guess I've been keeping to 
              myself, it's just that if I started to explain to someone what happened 
              to me, it'd take hours."

            Valkyrie laughed a little and called to the other pilots in the 
              lounge. " Hey, guys, get over here. Our friend has a tale for us."

            The chatter in the lounge went up quickly as a few pilots got up 
              from their seats. Micheal "Mighty" Tolle, now Rogue 10, and Pashk 
              "Silk" V'tikan came over and sat. Eloy "Mynock" Cintron came over 
              too, expecting a good story. 

            Prowler smiled , "All right, if you insist, I will tell you a story 
              about my voyages among the stars " he said, waving theatrically 
              towards the viewport that showed the starscape.

            The members of the audience smiled and nodded, signaling Prowler 
              that it was time to spin the yarn.

            
            The Tale

             
            My childhood was cut sharply to an end when my parents and sister 
              were killed in a freak transport accident. My family was very wealthy, 
              leaving a goodly-sized fortune in my hands. 

            That was when I ran off in a Charter-class freighter, exploring 
              the galaxy. At first, I simply headed out to Corellia, where I traded 
              money for goods, mostly equipment. Then, I flew to Coruscant, where 
              I wanted to visit the museums and see the Imperial Military. This 
              is the part I shall tell you all about.

            It was a rainy day, as usual, on Coruscant. Lighting bolts flashed 
              everywhere in the planet-city. The traffic was heavy and the boardwalfs 
              were filled. 

            Coming out of the Cardooine Sunset, my freighter, I headed 
              for the main Imperial Museum. 

            I payed the usual fee of entry and headed strait for the top level. 
              There I found holos about the begining of the Rebellion, transformed 
              by the Empire to make it seems like an evil project, of course. 
              There were also booths and holos about the era of the Jedi. They 
              were described by the Empire as evil knights, trained to take control 
              of other people minds and rule the galaxy with a iron fist.

             	Just as I was reading this, I tripped over a wire and crashed 
              into the wall. The wall gave way, letting me roll away into a dusty 
              and dark room. Swearing away silently, I got up. I saw a strange 
              glow in a corner, a red-blood glow that filled me with dread.

            The brightnes increased suddenly, reveling the face of a woman. 
              She was horribly deformed, but she held an aura of power about her. 
              At first, I thought she was a servant, but slowly I realised that 
              this woman couldn't be a servant, all servants on Coruscant were 
              pretty much droids.

            So I stepped slowly towards her, being careful not to make a sound. 
              As I got closer, I saw her holding a laser welder onto a golden 
              coin. What the heck is she doing? I asked myself. Then I 
              recognized the object. It was a Jedi Credit, and she was gouging 
              the eyes out of the Jedi Master represented on it. Stepping even 
              closer, I tried to see more of her obscene act.

            At that moment, she realized she wasn't alone. She whirled around 
              and pointed her hand at me. An unknown strengh took hold of me and 
              threw me against a wall. 

            "Who dares interrupt Yhana Melloy, the Emperor's Hand ?", she said, 
              in a horribly disformed voice. I didn't answer, I merely stared 
              in horror at here, gaping stupidly like an infant. She gripped me 
              again with that strengh of hers and brought me closer, "Who are 
              you, ignorant child, to interrupt me?" she asked. I was trembling 
              in horror, images flowing though my mind at the unspeakable end 
              my life might come to. 

            But somewhere, my mind clicked. Danger and fear transformed into 
              a cold and icy determination. My limbs seemed to tingle and my mind 
              opened up to me, like a dark window that only now has been opened. 
              Pushing against her with my will and all the strengh my mind could 
              muster, I propelled her grip on me away, freeing me temporarily. 
              Without hesitating, I dove down to the ground and crashed into a 
              metal casing. The casing tumbled to the floor and spilled its contents 
              in front of me, including an old metal tube and two shining stars. 
              Grabbing the stars, I threw one of them with not only my physical 
              strengh, but also my mental strengh. The star twirled in the air 
              with a high shrilly whistle and connected with the woman?s torso. 
              She pitched in half, her hands going for the deadly object that 
              had just killed her.

            She gasped for air, but nothing but a bloody gurgle came out. She 
              toppled to the floor and weased for a few seconds. Then, she said 
              a single sentence : "A child, and yet he has the Force with 
              him, incredible!" and then she died.

            I stared at her in amazement and then recovered. 

            Turning back to the weapons on the floor, I grabbed the other star 
              and metal tube and ran out, just as a dark explosion rocked the 
              building. I barely escaped the blast, only to run into two guards. 
            

            Hesitating for a second, I threw the last star, saw it connect 
              with the front guard and then I jumped in a side-kick at the next 
              guard. The guard dove to the ground, letting me pass overhead and 
              crash into the turbolift entrance.

            I scrambled for the control pad and hit it. For what seemed an 
              eternity, the door slid closed as the guard fired twice, burning 
              durasteel off the turbolift door. But then it locked closed and 
              started moving. I stopped the turbolift with the manual override 
              as soon as I had reached level 11, one level above the main entrance. 
              I popped the security-maintenance hatch on top and scrambled out, 
              to reveal a deep, dark pit. "Great, oh that's just great !" I muttered. 
              The distance between level 11 and level 10 seemed to be approximately 
              100 meters. A long way down if I slipped. White-nuckled, I started 
              downward.

            After ten minutes, I reached level 10. I took the metal tube I 
              had found and searched for a button, trying to figure out what it 
              was. There was a single thumb-switch. Pressing it, a white-gold 
              shaft of energy leaped out of the tip of the tube. "A lightsaber 
              !" I said amazingly. I had found a weapon that probably dated from 
              the Clone Wars. I was ecstatic, especially since I like swordfighting. 
              Turning off the lightsaber, I walked to a wall and placed my ear 
              to it.

            "No, Ma'am, I can't lower the price for you because you have a 
              family of eight, no ma'am, I can't...."

            Right beside the main entrance, I thought, nice orienting. 
            

            I walked 40 meters further and thumbed on the lightsaber. I twirled 
              it around, amazed at the sound it made and the non-weight of the 
              blade, and then slid it through the wall. Sliding it up and down, 
              left and right, I cut a neat one-and-a-half-meter tall door. Pressing 
              on the metal board I had just made, I slid it forward. Then I slid 
              out of the backroom, and placed the board back to its spot. I looked 
              around and then walked rapidly to the main entrance.

            Once outside, I went onto a boardwalk that was crowded, hoping 
              to lose the guards that without doubt would be looking for me. I 
              headed north for a while, and then sat down on a bench, trying to 
              relax.

            The boardwalk was packed, at least a couple million people on it. 
              And many holo projectors, advertising ads for airspeeders and the 
              latest news about the war against the Rebellion. I was watching 
              the airspeeder ads when the image flickered and changed.

            "Attention to all Coruscant inhabitants, this is a important holo 
              broadcast. Barely three hours ago, Rebel Alliance X-wing and Y-wing 
              pilots successfuly destroyed the Empire's ultimate superweapon, 
              the Death Star. Be assured, inhabitants of Coruscant, that freedom 
              and justice shall triumph over the evil the Empire represents, and 
              soon you shall all be freed of their tyrannical hand." 

            During the length of the message, video images showed the Y-wings 
              and X-wings attacking the Death Star. My mouth was wide open as 
              I saw all of the Y-wings but one being destroyed, and then all the 
              X-wings but two being destroyed. One of the two X-wings pulled out 
              of the trench early, leaving two others to continue their attack. 
              One of the last two was destroyed, guarding the rear of the lead 
              X-wing, which fired of two proton torpedoes into a hole in the side 
              of a wall. Moments later, the surviving craft were flying away at 
              full speed from the Death Star, which exploded moments later.

            As I watched the video, a whole garrison of stormtroopers emerged 
              onto the boardwalk and moved into the crowd. I dove for cover behind 
              a bench, avoiding the searching troopers. Then, as the stormtroopers 
              began pushing through the crowd, I got up and charged one of the 
              rear troopers, my approached disguised by the noise of the crowd. 
              I ran at him with my lightsaber turned off. As I closed up on him, 
              I ignited it, spearing him through the back and pulling up through 
              his body. His head split in half, and splatted to the ground. 

            Moving quickly, I sideslipped towards another trooper. Swinging 
              low and not to hard to avoid overbalancing, I chopped him at the 
              waist. He collapsed without even twitching. Then I rolled to the 
              ground and came up with the lightsaber horizontaly to block the 
              next trooper in line, who was turning towards me. The move chopped 
              the muzzle of his blaster and bit deeply into his chest. Getting 
              up, I kicked him off and sprinted with my lightsaber clenched between 
              my hands and set solidly sideways. I sliced through a whole line 
              of troopers, leaving their upper bodies to topple to the ground 
              like bowling pins. 

            By then, pretty much all of the stormtroopers had in their minds 
              to shoot me. Sprinting all along, I dove off the edge of the boardwalk, 
              only to crash into an Imperial speeder bike. The trooper on it never 
              saw me. He only noticed I was there when I threw him off the speeder, 
              letting him fall to his death, several kilometers below. 

            Gripping the handles solidly, I punched the engine to the maximum 
              and turned on the E-web heavy repeater on the front. Glancing to 
              the sensors, I saw two speeder bikse were stationed barely three 
              klicks away. Cruising towards them, I waited until I was clearly 
              in range and then fired.

            My first two blaster bolts hit dead on, bursting the first speeder 
              and its pilot into debris and flame. But the second speeder was 
              no longer in my sights when the area cleared of smoke. 

            My speeder jolted twice, prompting me to look on my six. The second 
              speeder was there, hugging on my rear, barely 100 meters out. Diving 
              for the ground, I avoided his second volley, but clearly the first 
              one had done some damage. Smoke was billowing out from the fuselage, 
              and the engine was increasing in sound. Tipping the nose of the 
              speeder even more downward, I aimed for another boardwalk, hoping 
              that it was empty. Luck was still with me, a 200 meter area was 
              clear of people. 

            Pulling back up to slow my descent, I grabbed the blaster carbine 
              that was in the holster on the speeder. I locked the gear strait 
              for the clearing, and emptied the fuel tanks. Then I turned around 
              and fired a stream of bolts towards the speeder bike that was still 
              pursuing me. None of them hit, but encouraged the pilot to jink 
              more. Turning back around, I waited for two seconds, and then jumped 
              off the speeder. I was only six meters high by then, so the fall 
              didn't hurt too much.

            But as I hit the ground, I heard something crunch in my legs, and 
              I didn't get up. The speeder slammed into the boardwalk and erupted 
              into flames. The speeder following couldn't see anything, so he 
              turned around for another pass.

            Breathing heavily, I fumbled for my remote and hit the homing button. 
              The rangefinder indicated four kilometers. Pressing the commlink 
              on my remote I yelled, " Go for a torpedo lock, you twit!" A positive 
              warble came back and then I shut down the commlink. I looked around 
              for the speeder. There, I thought, he's coming back around. 
              Grabbing the carbine, I pointed it towards the vicinity of the speeder 
              and fired. One bolt grazed the fuselage but did no damage.

            The same could not go for his blaster bolts. They jabbed heavily 
              into the duracrete of the boardwalk, tracing towards me. But he 
              was too low to keep at it. Pulling back up, he turned, but fired 
              with his blaster pistol at me. His shot hit me in the gut. Screaming 
              in pain, I waited for the bitter end. But it never came.

            A blue jet of flame passed over the boardwalk, and tracked toward 
              the speeder. Seconds later, the speeder bike was fuming debris.

            Smiling slightly as my modified Charter-class freighter 
              settled on the boardwalk, I waited.

            The hatch opened, revealing a human-sized droid that came running 
              for me.

            "Master, Master, are you injured?" said Holo, my droid.

            "No, of course not Holo, I 'm grimacing and wincing just for the 
              fun of it. Now get us out of here, quickly!" 

            Holo nodded, picked me up and brought me into the freighter. Propping 
              me into a sitting position in a passenger seat, he went to the cockpit 
              and engaged the modified engines. The thrum of the engines calmed 
              me down as we exited the atmosphere, then the shield sphere and 
              eventually the gravitational mass shadow of Coruscant.

            "Where to, Master ?" asked Holo.

            "Anywhere, but just get us out of here, ok !" I answered.

            Minutes later, I was floating in my bacta tank in the rear of the 
              Cardooine Sunset, healing my injuries. 

             

            
            The Lounge

             
            All of the pilots whistled and clapped lightly, congratulating 
              Marc on his story, but mostly for paying for the booze and food.

            "So, " said Silk, " admit it, none of this happened, 
              right? That story is pretty impossible !"

            Smiling broadly, Prowler said, "Ahhh... but that is what defines 
              a good story, the fact that nobody knows if it is real or not.."

            Groaning slightly, Mighty said, Come on, you're not going to tell 
              us if it really happened or not...that's not fair, if you ask me."

            Smiling even more, Prowler nodded, " That's right, no sense in 
              spoiling a good story over the question : i it true or not? Don't 
              you think ?"

            All of the pilots laughed a little. " Ok, good story Prowler. 
              But you're on early duty assignements tomorrow, so I suggest you 
              go and get some sleep," said Valkyrie.

            "Aye, sir!" answered Prowler, as he walked out of the lounge.

            	"Good story, " Paladin mused, turning towards his friend 
              and squad XO. " Think it?s true? "

            	" No way, " Valkyrie responded. " A few of the 
              little things, maybe. But the story itself? Nah. Couldn't be. " 
              He arched an eyebrow. " Could it? "

            Pulling out a tube of his pocket, he pressed a button and watched 
              the gold-white energy blade come to life. Ahh, the memories I've 
              had with you, my friend. And the number of times you saved my life. 
              Swinging it slightly through the air, he smelled the burnt ozone 
              the blade left in its wake. Bringing the blade around in one last 
              curve, he shut it down and walked to his quarters. The door opened 
              with a small hiss as he went strait for his computer terminal. Switching 
              it on, he checked for any new messages, but nothing was there. He 
              looked around the room and saw his holo-pictures. He switched it 
              on and watched as the pictures sifted by. First him and his family, 
              then him and his friends at the CAA, then him and Holo, and finally 
              him, Lyrtia and the gang from the Liberty.

            Sighing slightly, he thought, my past is gone, and so are the 
              friends that came with it. Now, I'm here, defending what I think 
              is right, defending my friends from the evil side of the universe. 
              And in that, I find justice and friendship. That's good enough for 
              me.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Animal's Tale

            The night he had returned from the Imperial Academy she seemed 
              troubled and distant. His mother had never told him what she did 
              for the Empire, but Chris knew it had something to do with Intelligence. 
              He never pressed her for more information, figuring he would know 
              when the time was right. He had always wanted to follow in his father's 
              footsteps and become a fighter pilot.

              

              "Chris, I have some disturbing news," she finally said.

              

              "Is it about dad? Is he dead?" Chris questioned, swallowing the 
              lump in his throat.

              

              "No son, your father is fine. This is another matter, something 
              much more serious."

              

              Chris tried to think of something that would be more important to 
              either of them, but nothing came to mind.

              

              "What can possibly be more important than family?" Chris asked.

              

              "I know you don't know what I do, but I have come into possession 
              of information that I want to share with you." She handed him 
              a disk and continued, "You will find on this disk disturbing 
              news about the Empire as you know it. It will shed light on secrets 
              they do not want you to know, it will help you understand the truth."

            Chris took the disk and looked at it. On the surface the disk was 
              common. This disk, with the label Minx, held the information he 
              needed to know to understand what was troubling his mother.

             

            "The truth? What do you mean by that, am I living a lie?"

             "What I mean is everything they have told you, everything you 
              see and hear is not as it seems. Please watch, then you will begin 
              to understand what I am talking about."

             She uncovered a portable holo player on the table and Chris inserted 
              the disk.

             A reporter appeared on the screen. A mobile holo cam floated around 
              his position taking in the scene while he spoke. Destruction lay 
              all around, smoking buildings, humanoid bodies lay on the ground 
              dead, and in the distance Imperial walkers could be seen. AT-AT's 
              were firing on retreating troops, and gunning down unarmed civilians 
              in cold blood. The camera began to zoom in on an AT-ST that had 
              a squad of men trapped. They lay down their weapons and held their 
              hands up. The hatch opened to reveal the commander. Barking orders, 
              the new prisoners dropped first one knee, then to the second. Hands 
              on their heads now, the commander gave another order and the walker 
              shot them... all of them.

             Chris's jaw was agape with astonishment. No sound could escape 
              his mouth, as the silence began to become uncomfortable. "This can't 
              possibly be true, it must be a forgery. I don't see any troopers. 
              Where are the...."

             His mother cut him off, pointing to the display. "Watch!"

             The camera returned to the speaker and he was continuing his broadcast. 
              A shadow suddenly loomed over him, as a huge mechanical leg became 
              visible. The reporter turned to look over his shoulder as he realized 
              he was doomed. He began to shake, his legs frozen in fear. The large 
              leg rose into the air and crashed back to earth, killing the man 
              and ending the transmission.

            

              Chris sat dejected. He was speechless. So many questions he wanted 
              answered, but all he could do was sit there and shake his head.

             His mother sat by his side and put a hand on his shoulder, "I 
              can understand your pain. I would not ask you this now if I had 
              any other choice, but you have seen what I had to show you. Now 
              I must ask you to make a decision. I will be leaving here, fleeing 
              Coruscant to freedom. You are welcome to come with me." She 
              paused, a tear forming under her eye, "I would like you to 
              join me, but you must do so on your own. I have scheduled a rendezvous 
              with a Rebellion emissary, they would be happy to have a pilot of 
              your skill in their ranks."

            Chris had heard of the Rebellion. Everything he had seen about 
              them was traitorous and without honor. Their hit and fade tactics 
              caught many an Imperial convoy by surprise. But they were no match 
              for the might of the Empire. How could he possibly just leave the 
              life he has known for so long, and defect? Traitorous thoughts bombarded 
              his mind as the conflict within him came to a crescendo. He trusted 
              his mother; she had raised him well while his father was away saving 
              the universe. 

            "Son," she interrupted his thoughts, "I apologize 
              for pushing you in this time of confusion but you must make a choice 
              soon." She handed him a datapad and an ID chip. "Use these 
              to board the passenger ship Dazzler, their I will make contact 
              with you. You have less then 24 hours. I must go now. I hope I will 
              see you later."

             Chris stuttered his speech. "I-I-I don't know what to do. I need 
              more time to make this important of a decision."

            

            "Your heart will lead you son, as will my love. Make whatever 
              choice you feel is best for you." With that she was gone.

            Chris sat, confused. This was far from what he expected, and certainly 
              not in his career plans. He needed time to sort things out, and 
              a drink to help him on his way.

            ***

            Chris awoke from his dream on the passenger ship Dazzler. 
              Faced with the most important decision of his short life, sleep 
              had eluded him. His decision had ultimately come to a choice between 
              two people. His father, the well known and respected Imperial test 
              pilot. A man who he barely knew, yet wanted so much to become. Then 
              there was his mother. The woman who had been with him throughout 
              his life, providing guidance and encouragement. He had faith in 
              her honesty, and he would yet again trust her to lead him down the 
              proper path.

            Being off of Coruscant made him feel a little more secure, but 
              he wasn't safe yet. The identification his mother had provided for 
              him had worked perfectly, barely a second glance was given by the 
              agent who received his boarding pass.

            

              Chris began to feel uncomfortable, like he was being watched. Glancing 
              around the room he was uncertain if he was under observation. The 
              lounge area wasn't full but there were plenty of people talking 
              and drinking. Several odd looking aliens sat at the bar, drinking 
              some colorful liquid. There were a couple of humans engaged in a 
              heated discussion at a table close by and another table with a lone 
              figure pondering what lay at the bottom of his drink. Chris noticed 
              he wasn't paying much attention and he had an idea. 

            Chris was hardly an adept thief, but he was far from naive. Self-preservation 
              was a powerful force, and if someone else could help, with or without 
              their knowledge, then so be it.

             

              Sitting, looking out the window, Chris pulled his fake identification 
              and the data cylinder his mother had given him from under his shirt. 
              Before Chris could talk himself out of it he set himself in motion.

             Chris walked towards the bar, making sure to pass by the lone 
              figure at the table. The man was staring into his drink when Chris 
              stumbled over the chair sitting next to him, knocking his pack and 
              its contents over the floor. The man sitting at the table rose from 
              his chair, pulling back his hood, revealing a bald, tattooed head.

            The man rose to help him up, apologizing for being careless. "I 
              am sorry sir, are you all right?"

            "Oh my goodness," Chris played it cool, "I am so 
              sorry, I didn't mean to be so clumsy. Here let me help you clean 
              this up."

            The older man pulled his hood back, revealing a bald, tattooed 
              head. "It's quite all right my friend, I am sorry to have been 
              in your way."

            "It is I who should be sorry," Chris pressed. "I 
              should pay more attention to where I am going. For your troubles 
              I would like you to have my window seat. Looking out into the vastness 
              of space makes my head dizzy. I do not want it to go to waste."

            The man considered Chris's offer. He was cautious, but saw no harm 
              in sitting by the window.

            

              "That would be splendid, you should have my seat." The cleric reached 
              into his pocket as Chris tightened up. He kept searching as Chris 
              tried to make a run for it.

             The mans features changed to that of confusion, and then he focused 
              his eyes on Chris, pointed and began to shout, "Security, Security, 
              arrest this man!"

             Chris was just about to the door of the lounge when a leg from 
              someone sitting at the bar extended, tripping him. Chris hit the 
              floor skidding while the contents of his pack spilled out of his 
              coat across the floor. Chris felt himself being lifted off the ground 
              and he was thrown hard up against a bulkhead. Looking at his attacker 
              all he could see was his own reflection off of a curious silver 
              mask. "Going somewhere friend?" the female voice said.

            Chris's shoulders dropped. There was no where to run now. His fate 
              was sealed.

            

              The stranger retrieved the datapad and ID that fell on the floor 
              and showed them to the old man, "do these belong to you good 
              sir?"

            

            "Yes, those are my things, he stole them from me," the man replied.

             "Take it then, and be on your way. This scoundrel will pay for 
              his crimes." Chris was turned around to face the wall, his hands 
              locked together with binders.

              

              "How long did you think you could run from us?" the woman rubbed 
              it in. At least his fate wasn't in question any longer, he would 
              be tried for treason, and put to death.

             Dejected, Chris let himself be led through the inner hallways 
              of the civilian passenger ship, not paying attention to where he 
              was going. He was surprised when he was thrown into a room and onto 
              a bed. He heard the door close behind him and the stranger stood 
              before him.

             "We meet again young man." The woman removed her disguise. "How 
              dare you steal and get caught!" she said with a slight smirk.

            

              Chris mood lightened as death seemed a little more distant. "I would 
              hug you, but I'm a little tied up right now. Thanks for the rescue, 
              Mom."

            She unlocked the bracers as they embraced. "Call me Minx, 
              and you're welcome."

             ***

            

            She wasted no time, producing two sets of security uniforms, complete 
              with ID's.

            "You've been busy haven't you?" Chris asked.

            "This was the easy part. We still need to get out of here."

            "So what's the plan?" 

            "This may be a passenger liner, but it has a full complement 
              of fighters and a shuttle. We are going to sabotage the fighters 
              and take the shuttle, and we need to hurry. We are behind schedule."

            "Nothing like a little pressure to get the blood pumpin'. 
              Lets go, I'm starting to get antsy," Chris said, his resolve 
              renewed.

            

              The pair walked calmly outside. Dressed as security, they found 
              it easy to walk freely through the ship. They received nods, smiles 
              and even looks of distrust. A pair of patrolling guards was not 
              an uncommon sight. Minx led them through the ship towards the hangar. 
              He just hoped she could get them out of this.

             They wove their way through the civilian deck of the passenger 
              liner until they reached a turbo lift marked authorized personnel 
              only. Using the counterfeit badges Minx had provided, the door opened 
              and they were on their way to the hangar.

            Exiting the turbolift they were directly in front of a security 
              station. Chris tensed up, preparing for a fight. Minx placed a reassuring 
              hand on his arm as she walked forward to present her identification. 
              He followed suit.

             The guard seated looked them over and accepted the ID badges. 
              Scanning them through his terminal he looked at the display screen 
              and back at the pair a few times before relaxing and returning them. 
              "You are clear, proceed to your designated patrol route."

             "Yes sir," the two said in unison, as they gave a salute.

             Chris stayed tense until they were out of sight. "That went over 
              well."

            

            "It seemed a little too easy. As paranoid as I am I can see 
              nothing wrong. Let's get going."

             

              Walking down the corridor, there wasn't much activity. A few droids 
              walking around, going through their daily routine. Minx took them 
              on a snaking route towards what Chris could only assume was the 
              hangar. A couple of pilots passed them, talking about their recent 
              sim battle he could only guess. Chris thought it interesting that 
              they carried weapons. A quick salute and they were on their way.

            They turned another corner and were in front of a security door. 
              Minx looked shocked. "This door isn't supposed to be here," 
              she said, sounding confused. Taking her ID she swiped it through 
              the security lock. The red light only blinked.

             

              Someone behind them cleared his throat "Ahem..."

             Turning around they were trapped by the two pilots that had passed 
              them, they had blasters pointed at them as Chris put his hands up 
              in submission.

             "Can we help you with something officers?" the pilot said.

             Minx replied, with her hands still at her sides, "We are just 
              on a routine patrol, had a report of unusual activity down here, 
              they sent us to check it out."

             "Only thing unusual down here are you two, mind coming with me?"

             "I would mind actually," Minx responded matter of factly. 
              "We were ordered to patrol this area, now if you don't mind 
              I think we are going through this door. Steve, your ID badge please, 
              mine doesn't seem to be working."

            Chris knew that she was talking to him. With the last name Stephen 
              you got used to responding to it as your first name.

            

            "Do not move a muscle Steve, both of you get your hands up. 
              NOW!"

            With a glare from Minx she complied and the pair was caught by 
              a couple of hotshot pilots. This was beginning to be a very interesting 
              day.

            The lead pilot grabbed the two ID badges from their prisoners. 
              "Let check these two ladies with central."

            

              Their captors led them into the pilot's lounge where three other 
              pilots sat playing cards. Turning their heads they saw the two captives 
              and forgot about their game for the moment.

             "What's goin on Sal?"

             "These two guards were poking around, looking suspicious. Gonna 
              call it in."

             "Why you always gotta be a jerk? There's no need to bully people 
              around. You're just a pain in the ass sometimes." 

             "Hey Bones, you been around here a long time, you ever see these 
              two before?" Sal said.

             The dealer looked up from his cards. He had a pale face, looking 
              almost skeleton like, his eyes studying them for a moment. "Nah, 
              never seen em. Don't mean they's doin' anything wrong thou," he 
              replied reluctantly, and returned to his card game.

             Sal headed to the terminal on the far wall as his buddy held the 
              two prisoners at gunpoint.

             The man with the gun, in familiar surroundings, seemed to relax 
              a bit. Chris edged closer, waiting for a time to strike. Sal was 
              at the comm station, apparently talking with the authorities. He 
              nodded a few times, as the grip on his blaster became tighter.

             He was finished with the security check. "Seems as thou these 
              two aren't cleared for that corridor. They have never heard of you 
              either, and they enter in ALL the new employees. What do you ladies 
              think of that?"

            

              "You are right of course. We are from Imperial Intelligence. 
              Sent here by your company to check for security leaks. Our mission 
              has not succeeded, but your security performance is adequate."

             "That's a likely excuse," Sal said with a chuckle. "What do you 
              take me for, a fool? You hear that Bones, they say they're from 
              Imperial Intelligence."

            The room erupted in laughter.

            "RED ALERT!"

            Sirens wailed all around as the laughter was drowned out. Minx 
              was first to react, drawing a hidden blaster from somewhere, and 
              killing the guard closest to her. Chris was right behind her, stepping 
              around the drawn blaster and planting an elbow in his captor's gut. 
              Relieving him of his blaster Chris fired at the sabbacc game.

            The card game was over as the players overturned the table to take 
              cover. Chris dove behind a lounge chair as Minx laid down cover 
              fire. Firing a few stray shots around the chair he thought of what 
              to do. Minx was pinned down in the corner two, with three defenders 
              the odds needed to be evened out.

             Chris backed away from the lounge and began to shoot the ceiling 
              above the entrenched pilots. Minx, seeing an opening began to shred 
              the table they were using as cover and soon they could see the pilots 
              holding their hands.

            "We surrender, please don't shoot!"

            Switching his weapon to stun Chris stepped up to survey the situation. 
              Minx off to the side approached cautiously as two pilots stood. 
              The third was buried below a small pile of the ceiling. Chris fired 
              at both of their prisoners, stunning them.

             Minx searched the pilots and returned with a smile on her face.

            "You OK? What's wrong, they don't show you how to kill in 
              the Academy?" she said, dripping with sarcasm.

            

              "Yeah, I'm OK. There just isn't any way to prepare you for the real 
              thing, that's all. Never had to kill a man before."

             "Looks like I have some good news, and bad news."

             "Bad news first," said Chris.

             "We are way behind schedule, those warning sirens mean our escorts 
              are here. We were supposed to be launched by now."

             "And the good news?"

             "These pilots here, Bones and Sal were the escort pilots, looks 
              like we have ourselves a pair of interceptors."

             "That is good news, we should be able to break out of here with 
              those without much of a problem. Lets get suited up."

             ***

             They had no problem, once suited in TIE pilot flight gear, making 
              their way into the hangar. The main entrance opened into a small 
              landing platform for the Lambda class shuttle and the TIE interceptors 
              flanking it.

             The pair crawled into their pilot's seats and strapped themselves 
              in. Skipping the preflight check, they quickly hooked themselves 
              in.

             Looking through his viewport Chris saw the many TIE fighters the 
              hangar held. To either side of the main hangar were rows upon rows 
              of TIE fighters. Because of this careful packing, the TIE fighters 
              were slow taking off. Switching on his com the channel was alive 
              with chatter.

             Engaging the repulsorlifts he lift off from the landing pad. "Echo 
              Two, this is Echo One, ready for departure."

             "Echo One, this is Two, ready for departure," was Minx's response.

            Minx had suggested that he lead the flight, seeing as he as trained 
              for just such a task, much more so then her. It was as good a time 
              as any to test his mettle in combat.

             "Roger that, heading out," Chris answered.

             Chris accelerated forward. Cutting forward thrust, he turned to 
              port and began to strafe the parked TIE fighters. Minx, following 
              suit, did the same. Chris lost count of how many craft he destroyed, 
              as each craft explosion caused a chain reaction. Chris could feel 
              the heat of the explosions and thought, It's time to go. 
              "Let's get out of here before we get caught."

            

              Echo Two fell in next to him as explosions rocked the hangar of 
              the passenger liner, covering their escape.

            ***

            Outside the Liner three Rebel X-wings patrolled the rendezvous 
              point. Six Imperial TIE fighters streaked towards them, unaware 
              that their ship was virtually gutted.

            "Chris, I am sending the coded message now."

             "Roger that, you've got one minute till contact."

             "Chris, change comm frequency to battle status."

             "Echo Two, Echo Leader," Chris liked the sound of that, "Comm 
              check."

             "Echo Leader, Echo Two. Comm check, comm check."

             "How much battle training do you have in the interceptor?" Chris 
              inquired.

             "I have no battle experience, I am familiar with its operation 
              but I have no idea of military tactics or strategies."

             "All right, once we are engaged with the fighters I want you to 
              head for the cruiser. I'll be alright without a wingman."

            

            "I don't think that is a good idea, I might not know tactics 
              but I should be able to cover you as a wingman."

            

              "I do not want you to perform the duties of a wingman. I doubt you 
              will be able to follow me and stay on my wing and if I have to look 
              for you and cover you I will lose perspective. It will be a danger 
              for both of us. Please, for both our sake, head for the Cruiser."

             "Copy that Lead, I'll head for the Cruiser at first opportunity," 
              Minx said reluctantly.

            

            The darkness of space was alive with red and green lasers as the 
              TIE fighters engaged the X-wings. The Rebel fighters were, if not 
              skilled, highly organized. Eleven T/F's were soon reduced to eight, 
              as they were almost close enough to engage.

            

              "Echo One, receiving tactical data from the Cruiser, sending it 
              your way now."

             Activating the data sent from the Cruiser, comm traffic came alive 
              with new voices.

             "Nice shot Smitty."

             "I can't shake em, get this guy off my tail." 

             "On my way Two," said another voice.

            

              They were close to the fray now. Individual ships could be made 
              out, engaged in a dance of death. The X-wings were holding their 
              own, but the unorganized TIE fighters were proving more of a menace 
              then expected.

             Chris counted seven TIEs left. It was time to see how good of 
              a pilot he really was.

            Chris dropped behind a pair of unsuspecting TIEs. The wingman should 
              have noticed the threat, or should he? He was in an interceptor 
              after all.

            The time of reckoning had arrived. In a split second Chris had 
              to decide between a life on the run, or a life in the Empire.

             "Red Two, break high right!" Chris exclaimed, making his decision.

            

            The Rebel pilot, hearing the mysterious voice reacted on instinct, 
              pulling back and to the right. His maneuver took him out of Chris's 
              sights and cleared him for a shot. The TIEs easily followed the 
              X-wing's maneuver, unaware of their impending doom.

             Chris squeezed his firing trigger. His quad shot clipped the lead 
              TIE, removing the port stabilizer. Without its solar panel it was 
              out of control, banking hard right and into the path of its wingman. 
              All the TIE could do to escape a collision was to dive. With a clear 
              shot Minx's dual linked lasers tracked her prey.

             With a minor correction in aim, Minx pulled the trigger. Leading 
              the TIE a little too much, she was relieved when it dropped right 
              into line. It was destroyed in a small fireball that quickly faded 
              into nothing.

             "Red flight, this is Red Leader, remaining TIEs heading home. 
              Form up on me for escort duty."

             The replying confirmations made Chris smile. The Rebellion was 
              outmatched in every way by the Empire, except one. Passion. These 
              pilots weren't the mercenaries he had heard stories about, and they 
              were far from the pirates they would like them to be.

             "Echo flight falling into escort, thanks for the welcome boys," 
              Chris thanked them.

             "New contact, Victory Star Destroyer entering system, it's on 
              the opposite side of the Cruiser!" Red Leader's voice boomed.

             A collective sigh of relief could be heard over the comm channel. 
              Being on the other side of the Cruiser gave them considerable protection. 
              The Independence was more then a match for a Victory class Star 
              Destroyer in ship

              to ship combat. Now it was up to the fighters.

             The Star Destroyer wasted little time as it launched wave after 
              wave of fighters and bombers until 12 of each were released.

             "That is not a full complement of fighters, it must be holding 
              some in reserve," Minx said.

             No sooner had she said it than the VSD made a micro jump. The 
              tactic puts unnecessary stress on the hull of capital ships, and 
              in this instance showed the importance of their mission. It stopped 
              directly in the path of the Independence. Somehow this meeting had 
              been leaked to the Empire, and now a VSD stood between the CRS Independence 
              and hyperspace.

            Out of the hangar came another squadron, this one made entirely 
              of interceptors. 12 total, which formed two groups of six, and sped 
              towards their target.

            

              "Echo Two, make a run for the Cruiser. I will form up with Red flight 
              and cover your escape."

             "No, I can stay and fight," Minx replied.

             "Mom, I can't order you to go, but they aren't here for me. It's 
              you they want. You have knowledge that will greatly aid the Rebellion, 
              and only you and Rebel leaders know how important it is. They sent 
              the Independence, it must be important. My place is here, you know 
              that. Please. Go."

             "I'll see you aboard, son."

             As Red flight formed up for the oncoming threat, the two interceptors 
              split up. One stayed with the Rebel fighters, the other averted 
              all power to engines, hoping to reach the safety of the Cruiser 
              ahead of the enemy.

             By now the strike force on the other side of the Independence 
              was engaged with Rebel fighters. The bombers posed a serious threat 
              to the Calamari Cruiser Independence and had drawn out the reserve 
              Rebel fighters. The bombers were doomed however, and tactically 
              were sacrificed to keep the Rebel fighters from aiding in the rescue. 
              Chris couldn't believe the blatant disregard of life. How had it 
              been hidden from him for so long? 

             "Echo flight, continue on course we'll cover you."

             "Roger Red Leader, Echo flight heading for hangar."

             "Fleeing Imperial traitors. This is Scorpion, Alpha Flight Leader. 
              I seem to remember a brash cadet saying that he was better then 
              me. Seems as though he has lost his edge since he put on a dress. 
              What happened to the wimp I knew in boot camp who took all of his 
              due punishment like a man. But now you run, in the shadow of a woman. 
              Run, little pansy, run. You watch as I carve up your new-found friends. 
              You are a pathetic excuse for a pilot."

             Chris could no longer control the anger. He wanted badly to teach 
              this monster a lesson. Before he knew it he had turned his craft 
              around and was heading for the lead interceptor.

             "Echo One, I don't know what you're doing, but you're going to 
              get yourself killed."

             "As soon as I land I will be questioned and hassled by Rebel security. 
              Better that I'm out here, making a difference while I can. I can 
              be of help out here Captain, I promise I won't let you or the Rebel 
              Alliance down."

             "All right, I can't make you go. But you better not make me regret 
              this decision. Lock on a target and fire when in range."

            

            "Captain, those interceptors will easily evade your torpedoes. 
              I have an idea, but we're low on time to talk about it," Chris said. 
              "Can you remotely detonate your torpedoes?"

             "Well sure, but we still need something to shoot at. Unless you 
              want us to dumb fire them, which is yet a bigger long shot."

             "Use me as a target Captain, and I will guide those torpedoes 
              home. Just be sure and detonate as close to as many of them as you 
              can."

             "Out of the question, you don't even have shields. If you are 
              too close to the blast you'll join them!"

             Chris accelerated to maximum speed. "Captain trust me, I can do 
              this, and it will be the last thing they expect."

             Time was getting short now; the squints would be on them soon. 
              Chris got his answer in the form of his threat display. "Locking 
              on to you now, Echo One. I hope you are right about this."

             If he was wrong, this was going to be the shortest defection in 
              history.

             This stunt put his lone interceptor between the approaching TIEs 
              and the X-wings. They were already gunning for him; there was no 
              need to put him at more risk. Chris looked at his threat display. 
              Red Leader held the torpedo lock.

             "Fire one, Captain."

             Green lasers filled his view screen as the interceptors came within 
              range.

             "Fire two," Chris grunted under the strain of his maneuvers.

             At these speeds Chris had no prayer of aiming his lasers at anyone, 
              but that was a good thing, because they were having a hard time 
              hitting him.

             The other members of Red Flight added their torpedoes to the battle 
              making a total of six. That should keep them somewhat occupied. 
              Chris headed for the biggest clump of the enemy. Using high-speed 
              evasive maneuvers, he flew past as their fire narrowly missed his 
              fighter.

            

              "Detonate one," came from the Captain.

             Chris could see the torpedo detonate from the reflection in his 
              viewport. They would not be fooled again so easily. Thinking they 
              would break off their attack Chris picked a direction, up, and pulled 
              back on the stick. The interceptor objected to the high strain turn 
              but held together as Chris settled on a trajectory.

             Turning had allowed the torpedo to gain a little ground, but the 
              distance was actually increased as the torpedo couldn't stay with 
              the sharp angled turns of its target. Relentlessly tracking its 
              target, it once again began to gain ground.

             Heading back to the furball, a pair of squints tried to persuade 
              him to reconsider. Chris slowly rolled left and snap rolled back 
              into their path, and split their formation down the middle. "Detonate 
              two, Captain."

             Sparks flew inside the cockpit, as Chris's interceptor was a little 
              closer to the second torpedo's explosion. Damage report indicated 
              engine performance down to 80% and the right solar panel had been 
              hit. A visual check confirmed a shrapnel hole, the size of his forearm, 
              in the starboard side wing rendering a laser cannon inoperative.

             "I'm hit, minor damage to the starboard wing. Nothing major," 
              Chris reported.

             Checking his six for what seemed like the hundredth time Chris 
              re-entered the battle. The X-wings and TIE fighters were engaged 
              in a tug of war, each gaining an advantage and then losing it. Chris 
              thought of the holo his mother had shown him, the needless death. 
              The merciless killing of innocent people. These pilots would not 
              be able to continue on that course.

             Chris banked behind a TIE on the tail of an X-wing. The fighter 
              was doing everything it could to shake the Imp, but he was good. 
              Chris linked his fire and waited for a clear shot. The X-wing turned 
              over starting a split S dive. The fighter on his tail fired the 
              same time as Chris. The X-wing's shields failed as its belly and 
              left wing were scarred. The TIE fighter was not as lucky as Chris 
              shot the wings right off, making the cockpit implode.

             Chris banked to the right, checking his instruments and looked 
              up to see himself face to face with Scorpion. A heartbeat passed 
              as each pilot stared and fired at the other. Had the lasers been 
              set below the cockpit like that of the TIE fighter, each pilot would 
              be dead. But the profile of the other ship made the shots go wide.

            

            Instinct took over as each pilot pulled up and out of the inevitable 
              collision. The solution to Chris's problem presented itself. To 
              beat the perfect pilot, you must do the unexpected. Scorpion had 
              an answer to every scripted maneuver. Instead of pulling up and 
              out Chris pushed forward on his stick. The turn was slower, but 
              it wouldn't put him in front of his enemy's guns.

             Instead Chris found himself behind one of the X-wings. He had 
              his hands full; a pair of interceptors were tracking him unhindered.

             Chris forgot about his problems for a moment as the Rebel X-wing, 
              the pilot sent to protect him, was in dire straits. Chris gained 
              on them as they felt comfortable enough to match the X-wing's speed. 
            

             The interceptors broke through the shields of the X-wing, their 
              concentrated fire ripping the aft section of the engine apart. The 
              X-wing lost all power and went dead in space, but the squints were 
              not satisfied.

             They moved in for the kill as Chris rolled his craft to orient 
              his guns and fired a quad blast at the center of the pair. Being 
              in close formation each TIE was struck square in its cockpit. One 
              of the craft lost all power while the other was not so lucky. The 
              laser blast went straight through the center of the craft, killing 
              the pilot and destroying the ship.

            

              "Nice shot Echo One, I owe you one." 

             Chris veered off to avoid the collision with the newly formed 
              space debris. His peripheral vision caught sight of an interceptor, 
              Scorpion's fighter, swooping for the kill. Chris could see the pilot 
              smirking in his chair as he moved in for the sure kill.

             Four red lasers impaled the interceptor, causing it to explode 
              in a brilliant ball of fire. The X-wing flew threw the debris as 
              Chris thanked him. "Thanks Red Leader, nice kill."

             The remaining interceptors put up a valiant fight, but the shielded 
              X-wings dispensed with them in short order. Forming up on the crippled 
              X-wing, they headed for the Independence.

             "This is Red flight, returning to hangar with all hands accounted 
              for."

             "Echo One, you are instructed to head to the ship. There has been 
              an accident."

             Chris's heart sank in his chest. He was sure he knew the answer, 
              but he had to ask, "What do you mean?"

             "Echo Two has crashed in the hangar, you better hurry," was the 
              reply.

             ***

             Chris was virtually out of the cockpit of his interceptor before 
              it had touched down on the flight deck. He could see the charred 
              remains of his mother's craft coated in thick light blue foam. 

             A man stopped Chris short of the wreckage. He was smaller then 
              Chris, but had no trouble holding him back. "You can't go up there, 
              I'm sorry sir. There is nothing you can do."

             Chris saw the sympathy in the man's eyes, as he grew weak. Great 
              sadness and despair washed over him as the realization that his 
              mother was gone set in. This was her dream, to join the Rebellion 
              and make a difference.

             Nothing mattered now, not how it happened, not why it happened, 
              only that it did, and there was no way to change that now.

             Chris gathered his senses and stood upright again. "Clear that 
              outta here, you have a crippled X-wing on its way in. He's gonna 
              need some help."

             "Right away sir. You just go with the doctor and the lieutenant 
              and they will take care of you."

             Chris hadn't even noticed they had walked up behind him. It made 
              no difference how long they had been there.

             It was time to begin yet another journey.

             ***

             After what seemed like weeks of questions, interrogations, interviews, 
              and tests, Chris entered the lounge. It was busier then most Chris 
              had seen, he saw several alien races he could identify, Sullustans, 
              Bothans and even a Wookiee. He approached the bar as two men approached 
              him.

             "You must be the interceptor pilot. I'm Dead-Eye, and this is 
              Maniac." Chris exchanged handshakes, anxious to be drowning his 
              sorrows in a drink alone, but not enough to be less than friendly. 
              "I am happy to meet you."

             "You look like hell partner," Maniac observed. "Mind if I buy 
              you a drink for saving our asses out there?"

             Chris forced a smile, realizing that he actually didn't want to 
              be alone, he just didn't know anyone. "That would be great, they 
              probably won't take Imp credits anyway," he said lightly.

             That brought a chuckle from the pair as they escorted him to the 
              bar. 

             The bartender, an odd looking protocol droid, quickly came over 
              to the three.

             "What can I get you Captain?"

             "We- I would like a shot of whiskey, and a beer."

             The droid nodded with acknowledgement. "And you Lieutenant?"

             Maniac clapped Chris on the back. "My friend and I would like 
              a shot of the strongest stuff you got, followed by the most bitter 
              beer in the house."

             "Yes sir right away." The droid nodded again, then stared inquisitively 
              at Chris and nodded again.

             "That was odd," Maniac said. "Anyway, you are a heck of a pilot 
              son, where did you get that crazy idea with the torpedo?"

             "To be honest I have no idea, I was just trying to even the odds 
              a little," Chris replied.

             "You were an animal out there, you got half a kill for each in 
              the torpedo blasts," Dead-Eye said. "Plus three of your own. That 
              makes five kills, you're an ace already."

             With that the drinks arrived. Maniac stood up, used the bar stool 
              as a step and climbed onto the bar. The bartender droid complained, 
              "Sir, do you mind?" but by then it was too late.

             "Ladies and Gentlemen. We are gathered here today to, well, to 
              drink of course." That brought a laugh to the crowd. "I would like 
              to propose a toast. To the newest addition to the piloting ranks 
              of the Rebellion, and he is already an ace." Chris could here a 
              few "wows" and "oh's" from the gathered patrons. 
              "Chris 'Animal' Stephen is a fine fighter pilot and saved my ass 
              as well as Pale-Face. Let's show him how real pilots get drunk." 
              With that Maniac brought up his shot glass in a toast.

             Chris gave Maniac a shy but appreciative nod as they toasted and 
              downed the drinks. It felt as though he had swallowed liquid sand 
              and then breathed out fire. He couldn't stop coughing as Dead-Eye 
              comforted him by smacking him on the back. "Easy there lad, you 
              might want to start slow, plenty of time to kill yourself later."

             Chris's thoughts returned to that of his lost mother as he turned 
              to find his other drink to chase away the fire in his mouth. In 
              front of him was a frozen red drink in a bowled glass. "Hey, bartender! 
              I didn't order this!"

             The droid looked over at him, noticing his drink and looking as 
              curious as a droid could be, came over mumbling "How did that happen, 
              I'm sorry sir I'll get your....."

             "No wait!" Chris said, hold his hand out to stop the droid from 
              taking the drink. "What is the name of this drink?"

             "Why sir, that is a Strawberry Daiquiri," the droid said, regaining 
              some of its pride.

             Chris stared at the drink. The significance was lost on anyone 
              but him. This was his mother's favorite drink. A flood of emotions 
              that Chris had successfully blocked out rushed back and overwhelmed 
              him.

             "Animal are you alright?" Maniac asked, shaking Chris back to 
              reality.

             Chris's eyes darted around the room. He could see no one out of 
              place, as pilots enjoyed their relaxation in the lounge. Looking 
              towards the door he saw a hooded figure round the corner out of 
              sight.

            "I'm OK, just thought I saw someone I knew," Chris answered. "I'll 
              just drink this daiquiri, it's my mother's favorite drink. She used 
              to make these for me when a shipment of fresh strawberries came 
              into the market. Brings back lots of memories."

            Maniac took a sip of an amber colored liquid in front of him and 
              smiled, "Your past is behind you now Chris," he said, getting philosophical. 
              "It's time to make history."

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Too Much Spare Time

            "Yeah, just wait till you get to your fighter tweety bird," Hellcat 
              said in the softest, evilest voice he had ever spoken in. Though 
              no one heard him, Krayt saw the look in Hellcat's eyes when Condor 
              walked out of the Lounge to do his patrol with one of the newer 
              Corsairs. It wasn't surprising to see Hellcat looking at Condor 
              like that, they tended to bait and tease each other mercilessly, 
              but Jon had been a bit over the top rubbing it in on the 
              birthday drinks thing. After 2 or so minutes, Hellcat got up and 
              paid his bar tab then walked out of the Lounge toward the main hangar 
              bay where Condor was heading. Curiously, Krayt got up and walked 
              out as well. This seemed to also attract some attention from Jalb, 
              so he too got up to see what was going on. 

            Being careful not to be seen by Condor, Hellcat rushed his way 
              to the hangar bay, but little did he know that Krayt and Jalb were 
              following close behind him. When Hellcat finally got to the bay, 
              he waited patiently for Condor to gear up and get into his A-wing. 
              The moment finally came when Condor slipped into his cockpit and 
              closed the canopy. Hellcat continued to watch with serious intent. 
            

            Condor let go a contented sigh. "Another boring patrol duty coming 
              right up. Suckers didn't even figure out when my birthday was, and 
              I got away just toooo smoothly without having to buy drinks," Condor 
              finished off with a small chuckle while going through the ignition 
              sequence. The green light came on indicating that all systems were 
              checked and good to go, so Condor hit the switch to kick in repulsors. 
              However, not only did the engine kick in, but a white-cream pie 
              came out of nowhere smacking Condor right in the face with a *splat*. 
              Hellcat jumped up and down and hurried over to Condor's fighter, 
              whose canopy was opening up again. 

            "You really thought you had us all fooled Tweety bird?" Hellcat 
              asked in almost a hysterical tone of voice and then continued. "Well, 
              although you got away with not buying drinks, you didn't get away 
              with outsmarting the kitty." After saying this, Hellcat walked away 
              laughing hard enough to bring tears to his eyes, while Condor just 
              looked dumbfounded at his receding back, surprised to find that 
              Josh actually had the smarts to pull the gag off. Krayt and Jalb 
              on the other hand just looked at each other then back at Condor 
              and started laughing, as well as the rest of the hangar crew. 

            Jalb_k continued laughing until Hellcat had exited the hangar, 
              then effected a rapid transformation. A thoughtful expression upon 
              his face, he stared a few moments at the door Hellcat had just gone 
              through, then turned his attention to Condor, who was in the process 
              of removing cream pie remnants from his face, helmet and the headrest 
              of his A-wing's couch. Krayt was still near doubled over, wiping 
              his eyes free of his tears of mirth, when he realised he was no 
              longer accompanied by Jalb's laughter. He straightened up and took 
              control of himself, slowly. 

            "Haha... ha... he... ahhh." A deep breath. "Well, it was funny," 
              he said in response to Jalb's arched eyebrow. Jalb smiled, a sly, 
              malicious little twist to his lips. 

            "Yes, Krayt, it was, it was indeed," he said ambiguously, turned 
              and strode off towards the accommodation decks with Krayt staring 
              at his receding form, more than a little perplexed. 

            [A few hours later] 

            Hellcat was strolling back towards his cabin and noticed Jalb working 
              on something near the door of his. He stopped, being the curious 
              cat he was, and had a gander at what Jalb was doing, and was surprised 
              at what he saw. 

            "Man! Jalb, a Cryptocypher III' Whaddaya need that sorta security 
              for?" Hellcat asked, stunned that anyone except Ops and Int would 
              use a lock like that. Unless you had a spare hour, the thing was 
              virtually unbeatable, apart from a door charge. Jalb glanced over 
              his shoulder and affected an air of nonchalance. 

            "No particular reason, Thylvethter, it was one of those free gift 
              type things, you know, 'and get this set of vibroblades free' kinda 
              deal. I thought I may as well use it since I got it." 

            Hellcat stood a while to let this sink in then said, "Fair enough" 
              and continued on his way. 

            Josh 'Hellcat' Kinney palmed the entry to his cabin, the door swooshed 
              smoothly open and he was pinned to the bulkhead behind him by a 
              two foot round, giant cream pie! 

            Matt 'Krayt' Houseman strolled into his cabin and noticed his R2 
              unit out of his alcove and squatting in the middle of the cabin. 
              "Hey Volt, wassup?" he asked his astromech droid. 

             "Toot toodle pip bwoop! BzzzzzzzzzzZAP!" 

             "Yeeooww!" Krayt exclaimed, rubbing his butt to lessen the sting. 
              "What's got into you, Buckethead?" 

             "BzzzzzzzzzzZAP!!" 

             "OW! Hey!" 

             "BzzzzzzzzzzZAP!!!" 

             "Yow! Quit it!" 

            Micheal 'Vidster' Videlka saw a datapad on his desk where a datapad 
              hadn't been left. He walked over to the device and picked it up. 
              He looked at the blank screen and keyed it on. Words scrolled across 
              the display. 

             "Hello, and thanks for activating me...Get ready to run... I am 
              a bomb... 4... 3..." Vidster dropped the pad and dove behind his 
              bunk, banging the heck out of himself at the same time. There was 
              a tinny recorded bang followed by silence. He slowly raised his 
              head only to hear a familiar sound issuing from the pad. 

             "Hahahahaha... Yes, got'im!" 

            Vince 'Stryker' Rambo was at the bar. "Yeah, give me a canister 
              and a glass Mixer, I've got a fair bit of work to do." he said with 
              a rueful grin. He grabbed the insulated canister and glass and headed 
              over to his usual table. He placed the glass down and stood to undo 
              the lid of his Ion Suckers. After the smoke and confetti cleared 
              and he found himself sitting on the floor he glared around. All 
              the crew that had been openly laughing and smiling suddenly found 
              table tops intensely amusing. 

            Bob 'Blindman' Lin was still chuckling about Stryker's indignant 
              ranting as he walked back towards his cabin. He'd heard this mystery 
              prankster had caught out a few Renegades, and although accusations 
              were aplenty, they were well short of proof. "Oh well, no real harm 
              done," he thought with a wry chuckle. He palmed his door open, walked 
              into his cabin and the world turned upside down, inside out and 
              shot through with psychedelic swirls. 

             "What the?" His perception all wonky, he reeled backwards and 
              the world returned to normal. The door of his cabin remained open 
              and everything appeared fine. He gave himself a shake and stepped 
              across the threshold and reality fled again. Another stagger back 
              and all was well. "Hmm, I think I've been got!" he said to himself 
              as he turned off his visor and sensed his way into his cabin. 

            Adam 'Guardian' Burns made his way into Stryker's office for the 
              hastily called Wing CO meeting. He acknowledged Stryker, Vidster 
              and Blindman and pulled the chair closest to the entrance in with 
              him. He positioned it near the desk, turned and sat. "Brrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaap!" 
              The look of astonishment on the others faces mirrored his own. 

            "Well," said Stryker, "that was fairly juvenile considering what 
              he's pulled so far..." Guardian stood to inspect his seat... 

             "Fwoof!" Vidster failed to hide his smirk as the powder cleared 
              and a chalk white Guardian coughed once to get it out of his mouth. 
              Stryker lowered his head to his hands. 

             "What have I done to deserve this?" he asked rhetorically. 

             "The question is," interjected a grim Guardian, "what are we going 
              to do about it?" All three looked at him, intense eyes staring out 
              of a dead white face, and broke up laughing. Guardian was slightly 
              miffed, then saw the funny side of it and joined in.

             

            Two Ensigns overheard the gales of laughter coming from Renegade 
              CO's office as they walked by. They stopped and listened for a moment. 
              "I haven't heard 'anyone' on this ship laugh like that in a long 
              time," one said to the other. "You're right you know, It's good 
              to hear though!" And both stepped off again, little smiles on their 
              faces and a lift in their stride. 

            Hellcat was amazed at all the things this loose prankster had done 
              aboard the Liberty and was sitting in the Lounge pondering over 
              who could be so brash that they risked getting the CO's and Rogue 
              XO involved in a prank. Just then Paladin walked in and looked at 
              Hellcat quizzically, and thought to himself, "Hellcat looks like 
              he's thinking about something...," the thought left his mind just 
              as fast as it entered when he roared with laughter. Hellcat looked 
              at Paladin and asked, "What are you laughing at you lug head?"

             "Just the fact that you actually looked like you were thinking 
              about something," continued Paladin, still laughing. 

            Hellcat felt annoyed and answered, "Well for your information wise 
              guy, I was thinking. I'm wondering whom it is that is coming 
              up with all these pranks. Whoever it is doesn't seem to care too 
              much about getting caught by the brass. Did you hear what happened 
              to Stryker, Vids, Blindman and Gman?" 

            Paladin stopped laughing at this point and answered seriously, 
              "Yeah, now that you mention it, what d'ya think they'll do to the 
              prankster when they catch 'em?" 

            Hellcat thought a moment longer. "Make him clean out the garbage 
              chutes, run tug duty for a couple months...I know what I'd do." 
              Hellcat trailed off with an evil grin on his face. 

            "Well? What would you do you furball croaking thing?" Paladin 
              asked with a smirk starting to form on the corners of his mouth. 
            

            "I'd send him into heavily fortified territory as bait." Again, 
              Hellcat smiled an evil grin, but this time Paladin joined him. "All 
              I know buddy is that someone is better than us at doing pranks it 
              seems," Hellcat said with a bit of worry in his voice. Paladin only 
              nodded his head in agreement, and both pilots then began to question 
              who it could be on the Liberty that was doing these things. And 
              not only were they wondering that, but they were both wondering 
              who would be next...the tech crews, maintenance teams, other pilots? 
              One could only wait. 

            Alli Ralter flung herself onto her bunk and started going through 
              her messages as soon as she got into her cabin. She was distracted 
              by her little yellow furball bouncing up and down gesturing at her 
              wardrobe. 

             "Pikachu, Pickachu, Pik-A-Chu!!" it cried. 

             "What's your problem Pika?" Alli whined as she got up from her 
              bunk. "It's a robe, you seen it before... Alright Pika!" She placed 
              her finger on the actuation pad. 

             "Sploorge!" 

             Alli found herself sitting on her backside squinting to see through 
              the cold glutenous substance running down her face. She looked around 
              to see a thick layer of the stuff over everything, including her 
              Pokemon, who was happily licking the stuff of its fur. 

             "Mmmm, Pik-a-chu." 

             "Yes Pika, I know you like Jello!" 

            Allista growled slightly to herself as she brushed the last few 
              tangles from her wet hair. She was going to smell like raspberry 
              jello for weeks and Pika was getting on a sugar high. 

              "All right who ever you are," she snarled underneath her breath, 
              "This means war..." 

            Silk's sense of paranoia was working overtime. It seemed that all 
              of the pilots, as well as command staff, had suffered from practical 
              jokes. Silk was one of the few remaining that had not suffered from 
              the prankster. Using his espionage skills, Silk was able to slip 
              into the lounge unnoticed, except by the sensors of the droid behind 
              the bar.

            "Good day Silk, would you like a martinI'" Mixer asked as Silk 
              approached the bar. 

            "Nah, just water, I need to keep my wits about me" 

            Silk grabbed his glass and left the lounge. He was walking by the 
              pool when it happened, out of one of the halls a stuffed Ewok came 
              flying. It caught Silk full in the chest, sending him flying into 
              the pool. When Silk surfaced he found a small group standing around 
              laughing. Playing it cool he asked, "So does anyone have a towel?" 
            

            Jeff 'Kallysto' Young moved to the front of the small group that 
              was helping Silk out of the pool. 

             "Did you see who threw it?" he asked the Liberty's FCO. 

             "Nope, heard a faint 'fwoom' then 'Bam' and I was in the pool, 
              any of you guys see anything?" Silk directed the question to the 
              pilots standing around admiring Silk's drowned rat impersonation, 
              a response wet Bothan fur tended to elicit. The others, Locker, 
              Darklighter, Mighty and Prowler were unable to help either, but 
              Mighty was able to identify the corridor it appeared to come from. 
              All six moved along the edge the pool until they were able to see 
              in to the darkened corridor, which revealed nothing. 

             "Where's the lighting? It shouldn't be that dark." Locker voiced 
              his opinion. 

              Then they all heard it, faintly at first, then increasing in volume, 
              a slow, laboured respiration, accompanied by a dark, bass fanfare. 
            

             "What the?" said Darklighter. 

             Suddenly the light came on further down the corridor, silouhetting 
              a tall cloaked and helmeted figure with lights flashing over its 
              chest. The figure's hands came up and its fingers spread towards 
              them. 

             "You puny rebels cannot stop the Empire!" A deep bass amplified 
              voice washed over them at the same time as blue lightning erupted 
              from its fingers and writhed towards the group. 

              "AAaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhh" As one they screamed and backed away 
              from the ominous figure, and straight into the pool. 

             The lightning stopped and the figure doubled over with hysterical 
              convulsions, finally catching it's breathe it turned and ran back 
              down the hallway, a faint "Yes, got'em!" echoing back down to the 
              six soaked crew. 

            Hellcat had walked into the gym deck just as the group flew backwards 
              into the pool. At first Hellcat started to smile but it faded when 
              he heard "Yes got 'em" echo out of the corridor and he quickly gave 
              pursuit hoping to at least catch some sort of detail. Whoever He 
              was chasing, he was gaining some ground, because he heard the sound 
              of running boots start to get louder. "Whoever this guy is, he sure 
              is out of shape," Hellcat concluded with a smirk on his face and 
              increased his pace. Rounding a corner, he started to make out the 
              build of the prankster, but it was only a back-view and anyone on 
              the Liberty could look like that...he had to gain more ground. Things 
              turned, however, when the figure turned his/her head around and 
              noticed Hellcat giving chase...this caused the figure to increase 
              its pace. Seeing the figure increase speed, Hellcat knew 
              he had been noticed and broke out at top speed to catch up...the 
              distance started getting smaller and smaller as he continued to 
              gain on the figure, however he was going to fast to notice the turn 
              coming up. By the time he could react, it was too late and Hellcat 
              careened right into the bulkhead with his left shoulder, sending 
              a painful shock through his entire body. The last thing he saw as 
              he tried to regain his composure was the figure getting away. His 
              commlink beeped. 

            "Hellcat, this is Mighty. Did you catch him?" 

            "Negative, these damn corridors are so dark and I was so intent 
              on grabbing this guy, that I failed to notice the turn I had to 
              make....so now I'm nursing my shoulder, while running images of 
              the figure, from the back, through my mind." 

            "Come up with anything?" 

            "No Mighty Mouse, 'fraid not." 

            Chris "Jalb_k" Reynolds stealthily moved down the corridors to 
              his quarters to put away the helmet, cloak, and lights he just used 
              to get the last 6 pilots. Jalb_k was delighted at the fact that 
              he had not yet been discovered. Once he got to his quarters and 
              put away his possessions, he decided to go down to the port side 
              hangar bay to see whom else he could pull a prank on. 

            He entered the hangar bay and immediately an enormous Bothan, easily 
              topping Jalb_k's 6'1" frame by a good foot and a half, came 
              up and sternly asked him if he was Rogue Nine. 

            "Excuse me?" asked Jalb_k. 

            "I SAID ARE YOU ROGUE NINE." yelled the Bothan so loud that everyone 
              in the hangar could hear. The Bothan appeared to be quite agitated 
              about something. Jalb_k took a mental step back and composed himself. 
              He decided on cheerful confidence to hide the little stab of fear 
              he felt.

            "Well, yes I am. How may I be of service good Sir?"

            The Bothan then asked, this time in a lower tone of voice, "What 
              did you do to my ship?" Jalb_k got a confused look on his face then 
              asked, "What do you mean?".

            The Bothan growing even more agitated yelled. "You know darn well 
              what I mean and if you don't make it right I'll toss your butt right 
              through the hangar and off into space!" 

            Jalb started to get slightly anxious and answered the Bothan "Honestly 
              sir I have no idea what you are talking about." The Bothan produced 
              a piece of paper from his pocket and showed it to Jalb, who read 
              the note which said:

             

            
            Dear Sir or Madam, 

            I was playing with a Solar Frisbee in the hangar bay and unfortunately 
              it struck your ship leaving a rather nasty dent on the hull and 
              may have damaged some internal circuitry. Please contact me so I 
              can make the proper reparations to pay for the damage. 

            Sincerely 

            Jalb_k, Rogue Nine 

             
            Jalb_k's jaw nearly hit the floor when he read the note. He regained 
              his composure and said to the Bothan. "I'm afraid sir that we have 
              been the victim of a prank. I did not write that note and I doubt 
              that there has been any damage caused to your ship." The Bothan 
              considered this and finally proposed "You and I are going to check 
              every inch of the hull of my Shuttle just to be sure." Jalb_k agreed 
              to this. 

            Three hours later the Shuttle was inspected to the Bothan's satisfaction 
              and the he left the Liberty. Jalb_k wearily found his way to the 
              lounge where he ordered a sundowner and wondered who could be the 
              one that just 'got' him. 

            He nursed his drink as he stared out into space, his mind rapidly 
              going over evidence, trying to correlate facts and pin the perpetrator. 
              Hellcat? No, too subtle for Josh, and he wouldn't have had time 
              to set it up after slamming into the bulkhead like he had. Jalb 
              smiled to himself. Increasing his speed like he had, but staying 
              well off his top pace had just reeled Hellcat in, and the sidestep 
              to the right had been perfectly timed. Jalb could still hear the 
              'Ooommpphh' Josh made when he hit the turn. He made a mental note 
              to send him some bacta spray anonymously, that impact had to have 
              left a mark. 

            He knew whoever had done it was canny, and sly, much like himself, 
              however involving the Bothan had been a bad mistake. The 3 hour 
              delay to his departure had incensed him further. Although most contrite 
              and apologetic after realising they had indeed been the brunt of 
              a joke, he had left Jalb with a firm handshake and a solemn promise 
              from Jalb to let him know when he found the person responsible. 
              Jalb chuckled to himself and knew he did not want to be responsible 
              for what that Wookiee sized Bothan could do to someone, but they'd 
              brought it on themselves. 

            He'd come up with a short list of names by the time he went to 
              see LT Koernig, the Liberty's security officer. If anyone had records 
              of people's handwriting, it was he. A quick scan of this note and 
              it should have a match in seconds. 

             "Hehehe, let the fun begin!" he said to himself. 

            A lone shuttle traveled through hyperspace to its destination on 
              Corellia. Inside the shuttle the pilot, Toban, mulled over the prank 
              pulled on him and Rogue Nine earlier. The Bothan considered the 
              possibility that the prank was solely intended for Rogue Nine, but 
              he quickly dismissed it. Over the years he had know dozens of people 
              that are now in the Rebellion. He wondered if any of them would 
              want to get back at him for something. 

            Who could it be pondered Toban. A pilot? A passenger? A crew member? 
              Then he seemed to recall that 2 years earlier that he underpaid 
              a mercenary for a job. The mercenary was discontent at first but 
              since he found something useful in the rubble of his kills he said 
              he'd let him make it up to him later. But that was two years ago 
              and Toban was never very good with names. Toban tried to recall 
              that mercenary's name but couldn't think of it. All of the sudden 
              he realised that he kept logs of all his expenses. He grabbed the 
              strong box from under his seat and procured a data pad from it. 
              "Let's see," the Bothan mumbled to himself "this job was 
              about two years ago. It must of been one of the ones in the Outer 
              Rim Territories." The Bothan pushed a sequence of keys on his data 
              pad and in came up with a list. The Bothan eyed the list carefully. 
              Half way down the list he recognised the name! It was . . .

            "Tolle! Michael 'Mighty' Tolle, you sly, devious little bugger." 
              Jalb_k laughed and slapped Kevin 'Gemini' Koernig on the shoulder. 
              The rarely in uniform, serious security officer breached his façade 
              and grinned, caught up in Jalb's ebullient mood.

            "Thanks Kev, that's another I owe ya, tell ya what, how's 
              Bob's appetite these days?" Gemini arched an eyebrow in response. 
              "I've got a few kilo's of prime Macquarian beef steak on the 
              way, planning on a bit of a BBQ, and I think I could spare some 
              for him. I'd guess it's been a while since your sting-ray had any 
              real red meat." Jalb finished with a grin.

            Gemini smiled back sincerely. "Thanks Chris, I'm sure Bob 
              will appreciate it."

            "Toban, I got your holo and agree, having found the same identity. 
              I've got a little something planned and would like your help?" 
              The large Bothan sat back and watched and listened as Rogue Nine 
              detailed his plan, and was openly laughing when he recorded his 
              response.

            Michael 'Mighty' Tolle was bored. He hated sitting around on sprint 
              team. He tried to keep himself amused by correlating data to directly 
              pin all the pranks on Jalb, but the leads all turned into dead ends 
              and he was rapidly losing interest. He knew in his gut that 
              it was Jalb, yet, wherever he had learned the art of subterfuge 
              he had learned well. Suddenly his comm pinged.

            "Mighty, it's Silk up in Flight Control. I want you to take 
              out the Alert 1 A-wing, we've got a strange shuttle just come in-system 
              and it's not answering our hails. It's making sensor sweeps, so 
              get out and ID the sucker would you?"

            "Roger that Silk, I'm on my way." Mighty responded, already 
              with helmet in hand and halfway to the eggshell fighter.

            Jalb_k smiled and turned to the Bothan as he shut down the narrow 
              beam transmission from Silk. "Phase 2 Toban, he's on his way!"

            Mighty goosed laser power to engines to increase his intercept 
              speed and started tracking the mysterious interloper. He intended 
              to make a high-speed run past the shuttle to get the readings he 
              needed for Silk but was shocked out of his complacency when the 
              shuttle turned towards him at 3 klicks out and started locking him 
              up.

            "Liberty, this is Rogue Ten, Bogey is aggressive! Do I have 
              engagement authority?"

            "Negative Ten," Silk's voice came back. "Evade and 
              track, do not engage in this sector!"

            Mighty screamed in frustration internally but followed orders. 
              He neatly shook the shuttles lock and got in behind it, all the 
              while painting it with laser tone. The shuttle suddenly decelerated, 
              swung 90o and shot into hyperspace.

            "Liberty, bogey has jumped. I'd say it's a short unplanned 
              hop out of system. I have a solid solution for hyper track. Orders?"

            "Roger Ten, you are clear to follow and engage. It appears 
              to be a leftover from Vorkin's lot, launching the rest of the sprint 
              team for backup. Good Hunting!"

            Mighty smiled inwardly as he keyed in the hyper track solution 
              and made the leap to hyperspace, and into his worst nightmare.

            Jalb sat back and watched the sensors, twelve red blips indicating 
              T/A Avenger arranged in a loose semi circle around the space where... 
              "Bingo!" A lone green dot, designated A-wing Alert. Jalb 
              hefted the small module in his hand and flicked the switch.

            Almost instantly lock tone echoed throughout Mighty's cockpit. 
              "Holy sithspit!" Michael was in deep and he knew it. Sweat 
              drenched his suit as he evaded vertically and punched for hyperspace, 
              to be met by... nothing. He watched in horror as his systems shut 
              down, laser, shield and engine indicators fading to nothing. All 
              he had was life support and targeting, his comms being jammed. He 
              was no fool, he knew he'd been trapped, he just hoped his backup 
              got here soon. Then again, it would take another four Rogues to 
              deal with Avenger in full. His mind was racing, unable to comprehend 
              the presence of the Empires elite, here! His comm crackled.

            "Michael Tolle, you are under arrest! You are a Rebel traitor 
              and a spy! You will be taken away! Initiate personal magcon and 
              exit your craft. You will be tractored aboard."

            Mighty considered just popping his canopy and letting vacuum do 
              the job, but he couldn't end it like this. He knew he was in for 
              a rough time, but he would escape. Somehow, sometime, he would get 
              away. He unstrapped, turned on his magcon and prepared for the icy 
              chill as he opened his canopy. As an afterthought he tried the self-destruct 
              timer. "Dead too, damnit!"

            He pushed away from his disabled craft and after floating 100 or 
              so metres he was caught by the implacable grip of a tractor beam. 
              It was then that he noticed the movement at the shuttles open hatch. 
              One by one he watched twelve very familiar probe packages entering 
              followed by a black-suited figure exiting with a hand held nullgee 
              thruster, getting closer. He grimaced and thought, "You bugger!" 
              as Jalb sailed by with a wave and a big grin. Then he heard a familiar 
              Bothan voice through his personal comm.

            "Ah ha Michael. He who laughs last laughs hardest! I believe 
              that is the human saying?" Toban guffawed heartily. "Myself 
              and the esteemed Rogue Nine offer our compliments on your little 
              joke, however, we believe some time in contemplation of the error 
              of your ways will suffice as retribution." Jalb had strapped 
              himself into the couch and enabled the A-wings systems, and added 
              his own cheery laugh and heartfelt sentiments.

            "Indeed Mighty! You have forced my hand. I had to let a lot 
              of people into the loop on this one so I believe my days as the 
              'Mystery Prankster' are numbered. But I feel that this one has been 
              my best and you can float here awhile, calm in the knowledge that 
              you have been the brunt of the finest, and look forward to your 
              deck reception when I let Hyl know where you are. And I am SO looking 
              forward to that party!" He added with a big chuckle. "Cheers 
              mate. I'm not going away angry, I'm just going away!" Followed 
              by, "Yes, got him!" With that the two craft leapt past 
              him into hyperspace. Left adrift, he could do nothing but appreciate 
              the scale of the prank that had been played on him. He floated calmly 
              awaiting a pickup. Michael 'Mighty' Tolle was bored.

            "Chief!" Hellcat yelled out towards the technician crew working 
              on Jalb's fighter. The chief technician, quickly strutted over towards 
              the pilot, "Something I can help you with Lt.?" 

            "Yeah, Jalb told me to give you these orders for his fighter," 
              Hellcat handed the technician a datapad and the technician looked 
              up with a puzzled expression shown across his face. 

            "The Lt. ordered for this to be done to his fighter sir?" 
              the technician asked with a hesitant voice.

             

            "You see his signature right there at the bottom don't you?" Hellcat 
              pointed towards the bottom of the data pad. With a sigh of acknowledgment 
              the technician said, "Well if that's what the Lt. wants then that's 
              what he'll get. Guys..." was all Hellcat could hear as he walked 
              away smiling proudly to himself. 

            *ONE DAY LATER* 

            Jalb was walking towards the hangar, relieved that he was finally 
              getting off the ship and doing some flying, even if it was just 
              a patrol assignment. Whistling as he walked towards the hangar he 
              ran into Hellcat, whose smile alone could make a man suspicious, 
              but Jalb wasn't until...

            "WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED TO MY FIGHTER?!?!" He screamed out, causing 
              an echo within the large hangar bay of the giant Mon cal cruiser. 
              "Chief, just what do you think you were doing when you did that 
              to my fighter?" Jalb asked pointing towards the freshly painted 
              pink fighter that caused a bit of attention in the hangar 
              bay. 

            "Sir, Lt. Kinney handed me a datapad with your signature I might 
              add, asking for a repaint of your craft into that colour." 
            

            "I should have known something was wrong when I saw that fiendish 
              smile of his," Jalb said letting out a low growl indicating he was 
              not too happy. He had expected something now that his secret was 
              out, but this was beyond what he had envisaged. Just then, Condor 
              and Krayt entered the hangar hearing that there was a commotion 
              going on. As soon as they saw Jalb's fighter they couldn't help 
              but burst out into tears of laughter pointing at the poor man's 
              ship at the same time.

            "Hey Jalb, nice paint job buddy! I'm sure you wouldn't need to 
              kill the Imps, they'll die laughing just looking at that thing." 
            

            Jalb was a little miffed at the attention his fighter was getting, 
              and he remembered that he had a patrol mission to fly in less than 
              5 minutes, "Chief when I get back I expect that...that...pink thing 
              to be painted back to it's original colour." 

            "Yes sir." 

            Then Alli walked in and commented, "Hey I think it looks nice Jalb. 
              It shows your feminine side." Again the hangar burst into laughter, 
              even if Alli wasn't trying to make a joke out of the comment she'd 
              made. 

            Out on patrol Jalb couldn't help but notice the fuselage in front 
              of him, it was so bright but, something about pink teased his memory. 
            

            "Hey Skippy," he called to his astromech droid. "Did you download 
              all that stuff on Macquarian history like I asked you?" He smiled 
              as he heard a couple of beeps and an indignant bwoop! He didn't 
              need to read the screen to understand that! 

            "OK, OK. Do a search on camouflage, a couple of centuries back. 
              I recall reading something about pink being used by the armed forces 
              of the day." 

             A few moments later text started printing out on the screen. 

            "During trials of the new armoured fighting vehicles several accidents 
              were caused by ground vehicles failing to notice the large tracked 
              vehicles sharing the public highway with them. Ironically, the colour 
              pink, thought to be least associated with warlike activities is 
              also a colour that the eye tends to ignore, as it blends well into 
              any surrounding." 

            "Woohoo! I knew it. All I have to do is tone this down a bit, add 
              a bit of grey and black on the edges like those holo's there and 
              we have a perfect paint job. Haha, you have SO made me happy Hellcat, 
              talk about yer backfire. Skip, do up a holo of our ship here, dull 
              the pink and add the grey and black." Jalb watched as a small holographic 
              depiction of what he described appeared near his right hand. 

            "Bingo, that's perfect. Save and log that for maintenance. It might 
              look out of place on the deck, but we are gonna be near invisible 
              out here." 

            The Lounge was full. Nearly all the fighter wing, and quite a few 
              fleet types, had responded to the anonymous invitation, and all 
              were openly curious. The excited babble of the gathering quietened 
              as Chris 'Jalb_k' Reynolds stood up on a table near the bar. With 
              a wink to, and a nod from his CO, he began to orate.

            "Ladies and gentlebeings, most of you will by now know that 
              I was the perpetrator of the string of pranks and practical jokes 
              over the past few weeks. Fortunately everyone I 'got' saw the funny 
              side and, in some cases, were able to give as good as they got." 
              A light chuckle rippled through the crowd. "Yet, I had to be 
              unmasked at some stage, so, instead of waiting for an intensive 
              investigation to unearth my nefarious urging, I let a few people 
              in on my secret and went hat in hand to the CO to turn myself in." 
              This was met by a united groan of condolence at which Jalb laughed 
              out loud. "Oh ye of little faith," he quipped "COL 
              Stryker is far from the Ogre some of you would portray him as. Apart 
              from a little extra duty, of a nature I won't explore in this forum," 
              to which he added an exaggerated grimace "he ordered me to 
              recompense those that suffered my wit in a way in which I saw fit. 
              So, to continue in the frivolous vein that inspired me to boost 
              ships morale, I have managed to talk the Wing and Fleet CO's into 
              giving us 36 hours downtime for those not on essential duties." 
              A huge cheer met this! Jalb raised his hands to try and settle the 
              glowing throng. "We're gonna fire up the barbie and have a 
              few steaks and, Mixer, Sundowners all round!"

            A few minutes later most of the Rogues were standing around reminiscing 
              over some of the better pranks and sipping free Sundowners when 
              Stryker spoke up.

            "Well Jalb, I think you can cancel those last few refuse Tug 
              duties," he looked around "You've done a good thing here." 
              He finished with a smile and took another pull on his drink. "Mmmm, 
              while I'm at it, although it lacks the finesse of an Ion Sucker," 
              this was met by guffaws all round "these Sundowners are quite 
              mellow. I've been meaning to ask the story behind these for a while, 
              is there one?" A shadow seemed to briefly cloud Jalb's face 
              but his effervescent grin was soon back on.

            "Well Sir, there is, but it's rather long and deep and, well, 
              I guess it's another tale Sir!" He finished with a roguish 
              smile.

            Chris 'Animal' Stephen laughed and said "I'll drink to that, 
              but, then again, I'll drink to anything when it's free!"

            Krayt broke through the ensuing laughter. "Speaking of which, 
              how are you paying for all this Chris?"

            Jalb looked up with a sheepish grin. "Heh heh! Remember Animal's 
              little device?" he said holding up a datapad. All present knew 
              of the slice that Animal had worked on Mixer with his datapad and 
              Hellcat's pay.

            "Aw no, tell me you didn?t" Josh Kinney whined.

            Jalb laughed again. "No mate, not you, but everyone bar Rogue 
              Squadron is going to be a couple of credits up on their bar tabs!"

            Stryker tried to pin Jalb with a stern stare, but couldn't quite 
              pull it off. "Reynolds, you're incorrigible!"

            "Ha ha! That I am Sir, that I am!"

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            War-machine Plans

            
            The Velorios Asteroid-belt

             
            Six B-wings sat there, in the background of empty space, darkness 
              surrounding them and hiding their presence to other crafts present. 
              Asteroids floated around them, shielding them even more from discovery.

            The heavy starfighters were powered down to near zero, close to 
              10 % of power. Just enough power for life-support and passive scanners. 
              Inside the starfighters sat 6 pilots, their attention riveted on 
              their secondary monitors, ready to power-up and engage when the 
              signal would be given. 

            Their mission was simple: wait, engage, destroy everything so that 
              there was no witnesses, find their primary objective, disable it, 
              wait some more and then hyper out.

            Simple was the description of the mission, but the actual difficulty 
              of accomplishing it ranged from extremely easy to extremely impossible, 
              thought Marc "Prowler" Desrosiers. Instead of just a squadron 
              of Gunboats, there might be a Star Destroyer with a full 
              complement of TIEs onboard. Such a possibility exists, and we have 
              a 37% chance of having one of those Impstars drop in to crash the 
              party.

            He sighed and looked down through the eyepiece of his helmet to 
              the secondary monitor to his right. 

            There were no Imperial craft in the area. If so, a list with the 
              name of the craft would appear, with its status and target written 
              down to its right. He shifted to Rebel IFF scanning. 

            Six names appeared on his scope, Bucc One, Two, Three, Four, Five, 
              and Seven. All had shields to 0%, but could turn them on instantly 
              and have 200% power.

            He switched back to Imperial IFF scanning.

             

            
            2 minutes go by

             
            Prowler's initial reaction when the M/CRV dropped out of hyperspace 
              was to reach for the engine start button, but he stopped in mid-motion, 
              remembering the orders at the briefing. Let them drop out of 
              hyperspace and navigate for 4 minutes. Let them get comfortable 
              and drop their shields. Then we'll attack.

            Guardian's tactic was sound, but the waiting was extremely tense. 
              Especially since the corvette was passing by at 2 km distance, still 
              in firing range if it noticed the rebel fighters.

            The corvette still had its shields powered up when the squadron 
              of Assault Gunboats dropped out of hyperspace. The GUNs formed up 
              on a high-stacked diamond and placed themselves fore and aft of 
              the small spaceship, a traditional escort formation.

            One minute later, the corvette's shield dropped to 50%, then 25% 
              and finally they shut off.

            " One here, I'm targeting the bridge... firing ions!" 
              yelled Guardian, as trios of blue darts emerged from a dark spot 
              in space, a half kilometer away. The ions shots rammed the section 
              of the bridge, surrounding the front of the corvette with blue fire. 
              Seconds later, the corvette was disabled.

            Time to take care of those Guns!, thought Prowler.

            He rammed the throttle to full power and turned on his shields. 
              He then rolled left, avoiding a volley of green lasers coming his 
              way. The GUN overshot and turned slowly. Diving hard and lowering 
              speed, Prowler's craft came back up towards the GUN. Switching to 
              torpedoes, he flicked the dual fire button and pressed down on the 
              trigger. Two rockets rode out on jets of blue flame and plowed into 
              the upper side of the Gunboat's shield. They plunged through and 
              crashed into the transparisteel viewport, killing the pilot with 
              razor-sharp glass shards. The GUN exploded.

            Ruddering his fighter to the right and pressing down on the flightstick, 
              Prowler's fighter slipped to starboard all while arcing downward.

            A GUN came into view. Flicking his lasers to life, he fired them 
              in linked shots.

            They coalesced into one burst of supercharged laser and reduced 
              the Imp fighter's shield all the way down to 64%. As he fired again 
              in sequence, his lasers utterly consumed the Gunboat.

            He glanced to his sensors, one Gunboat was remaining and its shields 
              were down to 24%. An instant later, it disappeared from the sensor 
              board.

            Keying his comm, Prowler spoke up, " GUNs dispatched, Bucc 
              Leader. Corvette is disabled, although you already know that " 
              he said, grinning broadly.

            " Acknowledged, Bucc Five. Let's wait for the Cor Darei. 
              She'll be here any minute. "

            Double-clicks came back as responses to his order and Guardian 
              let out the breath he felt like he'd had inside him since the start 
              of the mission. Glancing to his chronometer, he opened his eyes 
              wide in surprise.

            37 seconds! It took us thirty-seven seconds! Festering Sith, 
              it felt like at least 2 minutes! Breathing a bit more slowly 
              now, Guardian smiled, If it takes less time for us to accomplish 
              a mission, I'm not going to complain. All it does is reduce the 
              odds of one of us being shot down.

            Clearing his throat, he spoke up again, " Oh, and by the way, 
              guys. Nice flying out there, it took us 37 secs to fully take care 
              of the Imperial threat. That's record material. Good job! "

            Whistles came back over the comm, innocently sweet, as if the Buccaneer 
              pilots already knew that they were among the best. Guardian snorted, 
              It's a good thing they don't act like that around other people.

             They have massive egos, and I already know that. But it's a 
              very good thing they have good control over it.

            As he finished his thought, a Correlian light freighter/transport 
              dropped out of hyperspace and flew towards the disabled M/CRV. A 
              female voice came over the comm, " Alli here, I've got Rico 
              with 12 more of his guys in the hold. I've also got 7 crew techs 
              to take over the CRV once its clear of danger. We might as well 
              capture this ship, shouldn't we, Guardian?"

            Laughing slightly, Guardian said, " Good idea, Alli. How long 
              until they get the CRV?"

            " Two minutes max. Rico has a new knock-out gas he wants to 
              try out."

            The CORT slowed as it approached the Victory Derra-IV. It 
              docked almost immediately. Two minutes later, Alli spoke up again, 
              " CRV is clear, Buccs. Crew techs are in place and are restoring 
              power to the CRV. That'll take another 30 secs and then they'll 
              get out of here."

            Guardian clicked his comm twice and waited some more. The 30 seconds 
              went by and the engines of the CRV ignited.

            Guardian said, " Alli, are you hitching a ride with the Victory? 
              "

            " Yup, it'll save a couple hundred creds on fuel. So I might 
              as well."

            " Ok, see you in 4 hours, Alli. "

            " Understood, Bucc Leader. Allista Ralter, out. "

            The M/CRV shot to hyperspace with the B-wings in formation just 
              behind.

            
            Onboard the Liberty, 6 hours and 7 minutes later

             
            Guardian sat in the ready room attached to the bridge. A glass 
              of water lay before him, filled up to the half.

            Picking it up, he drained it and then looked around. 

            Stryker and Jalb_k were seated to his left, talking in low voices. 
              The Liberty's captain, Trevin Evert, was seated on the opposite 
              side of the table. He was reading something on his datapad. Probably 
              the report of the tech crew that took over the Victory. There 
              was something really important onboard that CRV. I know it!

            The doors on the other side of the room opened, revealing a Calamari 
              male, who walked into the room.

            Ra'kaat sat down at the "head" of the oval table.

            " Gentlemen, "  he began, " approximately 6 
              hours ago, Buccaneer Squadron disabled a M/CRV, the Victory Derra-IV, 
              during a 'board and capture' operation. This operation was initiated 
              by Alliance High Command for several top-secret reasons. I may not 
              divulge many of those reasons, but I may explain a few."

            He cleared his throat, which sounded like a sneeze, by human standards.

            " First of all. You've been authorized to know that, after 
              several weeks of research and slicing Imperial Holonet transmissions, 
              High Command believes that the Empire is starting a new major campaign 
              designed to eliminate the Rebel Alliance. News like this doesn't 
              really spark attention with the Alliance Military, since we've been 
              at war constantly with the Empire ever since Yavin." Ra'kaat 
              smiled tightly as all of the other people present chuckled.

            " What does concern Alliance Military is the way that High 
              Command believes that the Empire is going to try to deal with us. 
              They believe that the Emperor has ordered the construction of a 
              new war-machine.

            While before we had no evidence to support this theory, we know 
              do. Three well-known Cygnus Corp. Spacecraft designers were onboard 
              the Victory Derra-IV. With them, were plans for a new superlaser, 
              similar to the one that was on the Death Star. We do not know if 
              the Empire is building a new Death Star-style Warship, or if they 
              plan to incorporate this superlaser to a Star Destroyer.

            " But for now, that is all we need to know. If such a plan 
              was started, it is still in the planning development." Ra'kaat 
              looked around, stopping to stare in each of their eyes, " If 
              new information becomes available on this subject, I will inform 
              you all immediately. Be certain of it." He glanced down to 
              his datapad and then looked up, " Any questions? No? Good. 
              Dismissed, gentlemen. "

            The four junior officers walked out of the briefing room. 

            Admiral Ra'kaat sighed, If there is another Death Star, I'm 
              shall assuredly lose many friends. I hope such a project never comes 
              to term, by the waters of Calamari!

             

            Jalb_k, Guardian and Stryker were all standing inside turbolift 
              2A, discussing their latest information briefing.

            Jalb was the one speaking at the moment, " I still think that 
              the Empire is going to go for a full-fledged Death Star-style battle 
              station. The Emperor did it once, proof of his trying to bring the 
              Empire's military even more under his control. Why wouldn't he do 
              it again? "

            Guardian shook his head, " I don't think so. The Empire lost 
              its best military commanders when the Death Star was destroyed. 
              I doubt they'll put the rest of their Admirals onboard a new battle-station, 
              if they're even building one. The original Death Star was destroyed 
              by two squadrons of starfighers, and such a loss was unacceptable. 
              I really doubt they'll do it again. It would cost billions of credits, 
              tons of manpower and could probably be destroyed by a taskforce 
              of much less expensive starships. It's just not cost-effective."

            Stryker coughed slightly, hoping to stall the way this conversation 
              was going and said, " Well, I think that cost-effective isn't 
              really a concern of the Empire. They've got enough money to make 
              a dozen Death Stars over and they don't really take grave concern 
              when lives are at stake. But, I'll admit that the fact that the 
              Death Star was destroyed by only a few starfighters is probably 
              going to affect the development of this new war machine." He 
              glanced to his chronometer, " All right, let's get to the Lounge. 
              We've got to celebrate the splendid success of Bucc in their last 
              mission. "

            The three pilots exited the turbolift as it hissed to a stop and 
              opened its doors. They walked calmly towards the Lounge in silence.

            Guardian spoke up, " Um, Stryker. What is going to happen 
              to that M/CRV we captured? "

            Stryker shook his head, " I don't know. Most likely though, 
              Intelligence will scan it, download its database, refit the corvette 
              and send it out to active status."

            Jalb_k smiled, " You know, that ship would be a nice little 
              add-on to the Liberty-taskforce."

            The two other squadron leaders smiled. " Yeah, " said 
              Guardian. " Do you think that High Command would dispatch it 
              to the Lib's taskforce if we put in a request for it?"

            " Probably, captured ships are often sent back to the forces 
              that captured it. Unless it's captured for an infiltration mission. 
              This corvette wasn't. I'm pretty sure we can get it," said 
              Stryker, smiling openly.

            " I'll put in a request for it as soon as I see Admiral Ra'kaat. 
              But for now, let's forget the war going on around us and let's go 
              a have a drink."

            Ten minutes later, the three squadron COs were seated in a booth 
              in the Lounge, playing sabbacc and toasting all the ideas 
              they came up with. The rest of the Renegade Wing was in the Lounge 
              as well, drinking, telling stories, throwing darts, playing pool 
              or courting the elegant female members of the Liberty.

            For the first time since before many members of the Renegade Wing 
              could remember, they were relaxing and enjoying their life. Such 
              moments in the lives of these pilots, in the lives of all the pilots 
              of the Alliance, for that matter, were rare. The pilots were grateful 
              for the fact that they were able to forget, at least for a few hours, 
              that the Galaxy was at war and that could die the next day. 

            They were grateful.

             
             

            
            (following the events of the Lounge Tale : War-machine Plans.)

            Tractor beams locked onto the dark hull of the M/CRV Victory 
              Derra-IV.

            The beams pulled it up close to hangar 3A of the CRS Liberty 
              and after 27 minutes of being held against the hull of the ship 
              by negative-alpha particles, clamps emerged from the rim 
              of the hangar and took hold of the corvette.

            After another half-hour, the Calamari cruiser went to lightspeed.

            A new ship was part of the Liberty taskforce.

             

            [New inquiry?] : 
              Report archive for military vehicles and warships.

            
            [searching]......[searching]

            

            [12 matches found. Select 1 through 
              12] : 1

            
            [Official Report Archive, Alliance High Command]

            

            [Password required. Level Delta.] : 
              Delta-5432-Foxtrot-Gamma-132

            
            [Access granted.]

            

            [Define search] : M/CRV 
              NightHawk.

            
            [searching]......[searching]

            

            [1 match found.][Select format for 
              viewing : 1-personal datapad 2-main computer interface 3- hardcore 
              computer viewing terminal.] : 1-personal 
              datapad.

            
            [Formatting report for personal-datapad.]

            [Format clear.]

            

            [FOR YOUR EYES ONLY]

            
 
             

            The Modified Blockade Runner - Corellian Corvette  ( M/CRV 
              ) NightHawk ( known under Imperial rule as the Victory 
              Derra-IV ) was captured by Rebel Alliance forces during 
              an joint military/intelligence operation. Onboard the Victory 
              was thought, by Alliance High Command, to be information on the 
              Empire's latest efforts to eliminate the Rebel Alliance. ( for information 
              on this operation, read the Lounge tale : War-machine plans.)

            Upon its return to the Liberty, immediately after being 
              captured, the Victory was taken to the Alliance shipyards 
              of Calamari. There it was disassembled, had its hardcore downloaded 
              and sent to RADD ( Rebel Alliance Deciphering & Decryption ).

            It spent two months under the watchful eyes of the Calamarian engineers, 
              who during this time refitted it with the shield strength of a typical 
              Lorinar Strike-class Cruiser, added two Taim & 
              Bak turbolaser batteries and two ASG-class ( Anti-Starfighter-Gun) 
              laser cannons to the weaponry of the ship.

            Due to the quantity of refitting inside the starship, there is 
              no hangar bay, the storage/cargo area is extremely small and the 
              size of the crew quarters is greatly diminished. 

            The modifications of the corvette refine the possibilities of its 
              missions to two classes : covert operations and the elimination 
              of pirate bands in the Outer Rim. The modifications also restrain 
              the autonomy of this ship. Due to the small interior, not many supplies 
              can stored onboard and this creates a dependence on frequent re-supply 
              missions.

            During its repairs, Colonel Vince Stryker Rambo, commanding 
              officer of the Renegade Wing submitted a request to Alliance 
              High Command through Admiral Ra'kaat, commanding officer of the 
              Liberty taskforce, asking for the transfer of the captured 
              M/CRV, which was unnamed until then.

            Ra'kaat approved of the request and had the next duty station of 
              the M/CRV be among the CRS Liberty's taskforce.

            While the corvette was being sent to meet the Liberty, the 
              new captain of the corvette, Cmdr. L.D. Mackie arrived and prepared 
              to take his first military command.

            When it arrived, he watched it fly to the command ship, through 
              the Liberty's bridge viewport. He described the short flight 
              as, ? As beautiful as the smooth gliding of a nighthawk.?

            From therein comes the title of his warship. 

            And as the Nighthawk, it can strike swiftly as well.

            

             

            [End Report. Source : Alliance High Command.]

            [This report will be automatically deleted from your datapad. If 
              you wish to access this report again, return to Official Report 
              Archive.]

            

            [New inquiry?] : 
              exit.

            
            [exiting search program.]

            

            [now in main memory. specify next action.] : 
              shutdown. passcode : rimouski.

            
            [passcode confirmed. Shutting down.]

            
 

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	
            Insights

            First Lieutenant Chris 'Jalb_k' Reynolds paced his cabin, all six
              steps of it. 

              "Bloop bleep blop blop!" 

              "Yes, I know Skip, and I'll thank you not to keep count." 

              "Blat!" This elicited a sharp look from the pacing pilot. 

              "Yes, quite. Rude little bucket!" 

            Chris continued to pace for several more minutes, then returned
              to stand in front of the crystal player on his desk. He activated
              the holo and leaned forward with his knuckles on the desktop in
              front of him. His face was grim and strangely troubled as he watched
              the projection of the obviously tall, beautiful auburn haired woman
              before him. She spoke for a few minutes while the image changed
              to show a lad of about eight or nine standard years running towards
              the viewer. He had tousled sandy hair, clear blue eyes, the rangy
              build and musculature of a typical prepubescent boy and lightly
              tanned skin. What set him apart in Chris' eyes was his grin; a mischievous
              grin, a grin that had any of his wing-mates seen would have said
              the holo was of Jalb_k as a boy. The image returned to the woman,
              she still spoke calmly but with a pleading edge. Creases of worry
              marred her brow, and this was the source of Chris' concern. He stared
              at the spot where the holo had been for a moment after the image
              faded and then suddenly moved with a sense of purpose. He went to
              his locker and pulled some items of equipment from it, along with
              some extra clothing and toiletries that he threw together into his
              'black' bag. At the same time he issued orders to his astromech
              droid. 

            "Skippy, go down and preflight our ship, but do it casually! If
              anyone asks, you're just doing routine service checks. I don't want
              people to know we're going anywhere until it's too late." The door
              wooshed smoothly open behind him as his droid left. He threw a last
              few items into his bag and left in the direction of Rogue's armoury.
              In his haste to move now that he'd made his decision he let his
              cabin shut and auto lock behind him. He forgot to set his cryptocypher
              and also left the crystal in the player. 

            "Keeping the eye in, eh Reynolds?" the quartermaster asked as he
              handed over Jalb's modified Blastech. Jalb returned the QM's smile.
            

            "Yeah, never know when your gonna need those skills and I don't
              want to get rusty," he said as he went over the weapon. "I'll return
              it later QM." With a wave Jalb departed. 

            Chris stole quietly onto the silent flight deck from the Rogue
              ready room after grabbing his helmet, noticing Skippy had already
              managed to get himself into the socket on their cammed X-Wing. He
              stowed his equipment in the storage compartment under the cockpit,
              placed his weapon in the holder next to his couch and strapped on
              his helmet as the transparisteel canopy closed.

            "Alright, Skip, this is going to be fast. I want you to compute
              the shortest, safest and most devious route home. Be ready to jump
              as soon as we leave the hanger. OK?" There was a warbled affirmative
              response. Chris rapidly went through his pre-flight minor checks,
              then brought all main power on in one hit. He spooled the repulsors
              up and shot forward, leaned on the etheric rudder and slew the craft
              around to the left and lined up on the hanger exit, neutralised
              rudder and kicked ahead on full repulsors again. In the space of
              seconds since his fighter's power up he was through the magcon and
              pinned by the hit of full sublight. "Now, Skip!" he yelled to his
              droid, and starlines appeared, followed by the blue coruscating
              nimbus of hyperspace.

            The ensign on Flight Control called the bridge officer over. 

            "Sir, I have an anomaly. I had power readings from the port hanger
              indicating a snub nose set to launch, but I had no authorization
              or notice, so I switched to visual and got this." The display showed
              a perfectly normal hanger with no movement whatsoever. "The power
              readings spiked and disappeared at the same time. I've run a diagnostic
              and all's fine." 

            "OK, don't worry ensign, log it as anomalous sensor readings, see
              if you can find any correlating spikes and leave it to maintenance."
              With that the bridge officer strode back over to the Captain's couch,
              sat and continued his cup of Kaf. 

            

            "Woo-Ha! Good drills Skip!" Jalb called as they made
              good their getaway. He sat back in his couch and looked out at the
              swirl of eerie blue light dancing around them. After the adrenaline
              buzz of his stealthy departure he found it hard to correlate his
              thoughts and fatigue soon washed over him. He tapped a query into
              the navicomputer and noted the prompt reply. Another 18 hours: six
              to the first course change then four quick, single hour legs to
              confuse pursuit then a final long leg home. Yawning he realised
              it was nearly 0100 ship time so he decided on some kip before the
              first change. His instructed his R2 unit to wake him before revision
              to realspace, took his helmet off (not much use in a hyperspace
              accident) leaned back, closed his eyes and went through a relaxation
              technique he'd learned years before from a beautiful young, auburn
              haired girl with sparkling grey-green eyes. He was asleep in minutes?

             

            
            Then?

            
            "Chris, you've got to learn to relax, babe."

            "How do you mean?" They sat across the table from one
              another sipping Sundowners, Jess? favourite drink. Crushed ice with
              equal parts vodka and white rum topped up with orange juice and
              lemonade with a final dash of Grenadine. Served in a highball glass
              it was a refreshing and very mellowing drink and one that Chris
              had taken a shine to, although he still enjoyed his beer at a temperature
              just above freezing to cool down on a hot day. Scattered around
              the cantina in twos and threes were other members of their cadre,
              mixed in with the usual patrons. This was their end of mission rendezvous,
              a semi-secure establishment half a city away from their latest action
              -- an action that saw the local Imperial garrison another thirty
              Stormtroopers short thanks to a series of command detonated proximity
              mines with a well-sited linear ambush. It was initiated just as
              the second troop carrier entered the 'kill Zone?. Well executed
              and followed through the Imperials didn't stand a chance; it would
              have been perfect?except for Rob. 

            Rob was Chris's section second-in-command, or 2IC, and his best
              mate. About Chris's height with an extra couple of kilos and, at
              23, couple of years, Rob was a jovial bloke with a twisted sense
              of humour, much like Chris's, and they got on famously. It was also
              Rob that was able to rein his Section Commander in when his intensity
              started to fuel his desire for revenge. Frustration at being unable
              to express the pent up anger had always left Chris morose and withdrawn
              for a couple of days, but the frequency of these attacks were reducing
              with the amount of solo missions he was taking on the side. Rob
              had been the man with the remote. It was his responsibility to initiate
              the ambush through the detonation of the mines. It was no fault
              of anyone that shrapnel injured him. He was well outside the blast
              radius and it was plain bad luck that the fuel cells detonated instantly,
              adding to the lethal fragment zone. Rob took a piece through the
              right side of his chest as he ducked back behind cover. Blood and
              air started to fill his thoracic cavity forcing his right lung to
              collapse, a classic haemopneumothorax. He sat heavily and rolled
              onto his right side, delaying the onset of tension pneumothorax
              on the left as he waited for reorg, listening as commands came over
              his headset.

            "Check fire!" The withering hail of bolts on the wreckage
              ceased.

            "Fight through!" This was followed by individual movement
              orders for each fire team as they ?pepper-potted? by bounds across
              the 'kill Zone?, clearing the wreckage as they went, propping on
              the far side of the clearing.

            "Re-org!" They moved as one, fanning out into all round
              defence, covering their arcs and each other.

            "Cas!" There was a brief pause. 

            "?2'down?" 

            "3 OK!" 

            "4 OK!" The rest of the section sounded off OK by the
              numbers.

            "Split and Track! Primary RV! 4, with me. Where are ya Rob?"
              The section melted away, their equipment being broken down and placed
              into the daypacks they carried on their backs. Rob responded. 

            "?primary?position." He gasped.

            Chris ran over with Jess right behind him. He quickly assessed
              the situation and had Jess call in for a dustoff while he cut Rob's
              shirt away and carried out his primary survey. Conscious. Responding.
              Patent airway. Breathing compromised, obvious chest trauma; Chris
              knew what he had to do. He quickly sealed the entrance and exit
              wounds then introduced a large cannula into the thoracic cavity
              on the right, second intercostal space above the third rib on the
              mid clavicular line. There was an audible hiss as he withdrew the
              stylus and he fixed a small one way flutter valve completing the
              needle thoracocentesis, and Rob started to breathe a bit easier.
              He looked up and smiled weakly. 

            "Sorry ?bout the stuff around mate." 

            "No wuckas mate, hardly more than a flesh wound anyway,"
              Chris replied. Jess came up behind Chris and placed her hand on
              his shoulder were he knelt beside Rob. She bent down, her face next
              to Chris?, and looked at Rob with a concerned expression. 

            "Hey buddy." Rob smiled again. "Bad news, 30 minutes
              till they can effect 'dustoff?. We need to move. Chris?" He
              was looking up at the sky with a "why me" look. He shook
              his head slowly.

            "OK. We have a safe house two blocks away, we can carry him
              between us. Go and give us some cover while I get this gear together."
              She patted his shoulder, gave Rob a brave smile and moved a few
              meters away, watching their backs.

            "You look good together." Rob said with as much strength
              as he could muster. Chris looked at him. 

            "What! Who?" 

            "You and Stewart, you make a good couple," he whispered.
            

            Chris finished getting his med kit and their weapons on his back
              and started to assist Rob to his feet. "Bugger off mate. You're
              delirious! She means as much to me as you, but I couldn't take it
              further. I feel bad enough with you hurt, now shut up! Jess, let's
              get going." Between them they managed to get to the safe house
              undetected, but Rob's condition had deteriorated markedly. 

            "Still ten minutes'damn!" Chris expressed. "Rob,
              I'm going to have to make another hole, a thoracostomy." Rob
              was gasping, struggling to draw breath and looking cyanotic. He
              nodded weakly. Jess kept an eye out with the building's occupants
              while Chris went to work. He gave Rob a hypo of local anaesthetic
              over the fifth intercostal space on the mid-axillary line then got
              what he needed and gloved up. He grabbed a small blade then, being
              cautious, traced a finger down from the armpit, counting the rib
              spaces until he got to the point on the side of the chest where
              he'd given the local. Satisfied he was in the right spot he made
              a 3-centemeter incision central to and parallel with the fifth and
              sixth ribs. He blotted the blood away with gauze then continued
              to incise into the intercostal muscle. He placed the scalpel down
              then placed the index finger of his right hand into the wound he
              had made and pushed it through, blunt dissecting the muscle and
              opening another entry into the thoracic cavity. He made sure the
              way was clear then introduced a large catheter, known as a chest
              tube. Aiming at the point of the right shoulder he pushed about
              15 centemeters of tube into Rob. He connected a small sealed drainage
              unit to the catheter, sutured the tube in place and watched as fresh
              and clotted blood bubbled through the drain. Definitive treatment
              in the field, Chris mused to himself. I aughta be a Two-One-B.
              He sat back on his haunches and watched Rob's colour improve.

            "There ya go mate. Evac and some O2 and you'll be as good
              as gold!" He tidied up his equipment, checked Rob's dressings
              then listened to his chest. Not a bad job, he thought amazed
              that he was getting breath sounds below the wound. Incredible,
              the recuperative power of the human body with the right help.
              Chris seemed to have a sort of natural ? some had said unnatrual
              ? ability to diagnose and treat the wounded, and that was part
              of the reason so many were willing to follow him into battle. They
              knew if they caught a bolt they had a almost-guaranteed survival
              chance if Chris got to them, as he invariably did. Luckily odds
              like this did not make them sloppy and his section's 100% mission
              completion rate with only a single fatality since he joined made
              them the best in the underground. He took pride in his section,
              cared about his people and they, in turn, trained hard to fight
              easy. He also took it as a personal failing when one of his people
              was injured. That was the other reason for his willingness to take
              on any solo missions that came along. Beholden to no one, with no
              care other than mission completion, he took outlandish risks but
              always came up with the result required. The soft hum of repulsors
              broke him from his reverie and in no time he was giving a hand-over
              to the evac team. He felt Jess at his side as he watched the nondescript
              load speeder pull away. She gave him a light elbow in the ribs and
              a wink when he looked at her. 

            "C'mon boss. Rob's fine, let's get to the RV."

            She leaned across the table and placed her hand on Chris?. 

            "You're still totally wound up. Rob's going to be fine, and
              it wasn't your fault. The mission was a success. Relax a bit for
              a while." Chris looked up into her face: her expressive eyes
              with their slight almond shape, smooth lightly freckled skin and
              her full lips framed by short cropped auburn hair. She was beautiful,
              and he felt more for her than he let anyone know -- the way his
              body tingled at her slightest touch -- and it scared him. 

            Jess, on the other hand, was frustrated. She knew how she affected
              him but was thwarted by his professional shell, his ability to shut
              off his feelings. She was not the first to try and get close to
              Chris, but she was adamant she was going to be the last because
              she had no intention of being the heroine in a story of unrequited
              love, and love him she did.

            "How?" Chris asked, turning his hands palm up in a pleading
              gesture. Jess smiled. 

            "Sit back with your hands in your lap? that's it. Now, close
              your eyes and try to empty your mind, then start at your toes and
              think them relaxed. Consciously relax each toe, then move
              through your feet, up through your ankles, relaxing each part as
              you go?"

             

            
            Now?

            
            His eyes snapped open and he became fully alert as the second ?Blamp?
              of lock tone faded into the third. He instinctively checked his
              displays and looked out, only to see the familiar passing of hyperspace.
              He heard a brief trill behind him and the words Good morning
              sleepy head Scrolled across his screen. He let out an explosive
              sigh of relief. "Ah, good one Skip! Ya scared the daylights
              outta me!" He put his helmet back on and yawned briefly, thinking
              the effort of waking had buggered him completely.

             "OK, Skip, you have the conn. Take us through baby."
              He sat back and relaxed as the astromech droid made the revision,
              a brief turn in realspace and shot them off again. With another
              three changes coming up in the space of the same number of hours,
              Jalb filled his time reviewing the information he'd received, briefly
              kicking himself for leaving the crystal, and formulating plans for
              his return to Macquarie.

            About the time Chris was making his course change his Rogue buddies
              were meeting in the ready room for morning parade and tasking by
              Stryker. They settled into their seats as Stryker took the podium.
              Quickly glancing over the pilots he noticed the empty seat. He made
              a double take, now used to having a full strength squadron, and
              then pinned Rogues 7 & 8 with a look.

            "All right, where is he?" he asked, indicating the vacant
              seat next to Hellcat with his eyes.

            "I dunno? erm, sir."

            "His ride's gone too, sir. We thought you had given him a
              'special? assignment," Krayt ventured.

            "We?!?"

            "Ah, Vince?" Vidster spoke up, "Krayt and I bumped
              into the QM. He mentioned Jalb had signed out his personal weapon
              late last night. We put two and two together and concluded black,"
              he said with a shrug. Black didn't begin to describe the look on
              Stryker's face as he activated a comm link on the panel before him.

            "Bridge."

            "This is Colonel Rambo. What time did Lieutenant Reynolds
              leave?" There was a brief pause.

            "Reynolds? He hasn't." Stryker's grim look darkened and
              he strode out to the hanger, followed by the rest of Rogue, equal
              parts puzzled bemusement and worry in their visage.

            "Deck Officer! DECK OFFICER!" A young fleet major hurried
              over.

            "Sir!"

            "Have you seen Lieutenant Reynolds?" A negative response.
              "What about his X-wing, then?" The major followed the
              line of Renegade Wing CO's indicating hand and seemed startled by
              the empty bay. He quickly consulted his datapad.

            "Sir, Rogue Nine's R2 unit brought the craft on-line for maintenance
              at oh-dark-thirty, then? well, nothing. It's not logged off or out,
              it should be here." Stryker waved the perplexed officer away
              and turned to his men.

            "Vidster, Animal. Sensor logs. You know the time frame, see
              what you can find. Krayt, Hellcat, Jalb's cabin. E-mail, corro,
              anything." Hellcat opened his mouth. "Don't even think
              about saying it, Mr. Kinney. I know you can read anything you want
              with that little slice you designed two days ago." Josh's jaw
              dropped and Stryker gave him a malicious grin. "Yes, command
              has a few tricks of its own. This way you get to test it legally,
              now go! The rest of you, ready room. Let's see if we can salvage
              some training out of this."

            Chris did a final mental run down of his formulations. Simple,
              straightforward and heavily reliant on his intuition being correct.
              In other words he was going straight up the gut with throttles full
              and hoping his luck held out. Against an untried enemy with pilots
              lacking in real combat experience, he hoped he could pull it off.
              He knew he was facing two Imperial Star Destroyers, a Victory
              Star Destroyer and a few corvettes, but where they were from
              and the crew composition was unknown. He was hoping the Empire had
              sent a ?fresh? occupation force, full of newly promoted junior officers
              and recently graduated pilots. A group ready for a 'ritual blooding?
              on an easily pacified planet. Well, they were going to get more
              than they bargained for. Macquarie wasn't going down without a fight,
              at least not while Jalb_k still drew breath. He checked off his
              short list and changed his IFF signal over to a freelance designator.
              He was AWOL and he knew it so he wasn't about to advertize his real
              identity. He settled down and waited for the last change. He dozed?

             

            
            Then?

            
             

            She stood in front of him with her hands on her arrogantly tilted
              hips, eyes flashing and lips pouting.

            "I'm transferring, Chris. We both know how we feel about each
              other, and while I'm part of your section I can't get so much as
              a date. So I've talked to the head shed and I'm moving to the Operations
              cell, which means I'm out of the direct line of fire and my safety
              is no longer your concern, so?" She stepped up, grabbed the
              front of his shirt and dragged his face down level with hers. "We
              are going out, tonight, to dinner. You will pick me up at eight.
              You will dress nicely and you will bring flowers!" Chris opened
              his mouth and she put her fingertips to his lips. "And, you
              will not argue." Her voice dropped to a purr. "And I may
              not argue later." She looked him in the eye and raised a challenging
              eyebrow along with an enigmatic smile. Seeing no response she turned
              and strolled away, throwing 'see you at eight!? over her shoulder
              as she left the room. 

            Rob couldn't help himself and broke down laughing at the expression
              on his mate's face. "You always said she was a go getter, and
              it looks like she got what she wanted." Chris just nodded,
              dumbstruck and, for once, at a loss for words.

            	The evening went well, very well, and it was the start of a
              wonderful relationship. Jessica was just what Chris needed, a focus,
              something to live for and her intuitive but logical way of thinking
              complemented, sometimes tempered Chris? brash, lateral concepts.
              She helped a great deal with the planning for the strikes, which
              would eventually overthrow the Imperial garrisons and puppet leadership
              of their planet. With meticulous research and attention to detail
              they had devised a twelve-month program of raids, assassinations
              and bombings which would culminate in a coordinated strike, utilising
              every asset the underground had at their disposal. Three days before
              Chris was to present his proposal to the resistance movement's leadership
              Jess gave him one from left field.

            	"Chris, how do you feel about children?" 

            He looked up from the maps he was annotating. "Kids? Great!
              But not right now." Jess seemed to deflate. "Don't get
              me wrong, I want kids and I want you to be their mother, but to
              bring them into the world at the moment? there's to much uncertainty.
              It may be two or three years before we win this war, even if they
              accept this," he said gesturing to the tabletop. "I want
              to know they'll have a future, in peace and free to make their own
              decisions." Jess looked unhappy but she ventured a brave smile.

            	"I understand Chris, it's only fair? you going to take
              a break and join me for dinner?" she asked, changing the subject.
              Chris didn't see the way Jess looked at him, her eyes brimming with
              tears, as he left for the fresher unit to clean up. She'd known
              the answer before she asked, but she had hoped it might be different.
              Her sense of profound loss deepened as she realised she had to give
              up the one she believed in, in order to do what she believed was
              right.

            	The briefing went late, but was well received. The movers and
              shakers had seen far more merit and positive aspects than negative
              and with Chris? convincing oratory style urging them a unanimous
              decision to go with it was made. Six months for final planning,
              six more for build up and lead in training, then the ambitious 12-month
              cycle would begin. In two years Macquarie would be free. Chris was
              jubilant, and in the mood for celebration. Rob met up with him in
              the street outside the meeting's safe house location. He could tell
              by the look on Chris? face how it went, but he asked anyway.

            	"Went well, did it?" He asked dryly as he fell into
              step beside his section commander.

            	"Well? It was a bloody ripper, mate. I'm now a Lieutenant
              and they've charged me with raising a spec ops platoon. So, Platoon
              Sergeant, what say we go get Jess and have a drink or three?"
            

            Rob looked across as they walked, a sad smile forming. "How
              about we go straight to the pub, mate? I've a bit of bad news."

            	They were ensconced at the bar, glasses dripping heavily with
              condensation in front of them, when Chris finally spoke.

            	"Well!" he exclaimed. "Why are you being so
              cagey? What's the prob?"

            	"It's Jess, mate. She's gone."

            	"Gone? Gone where? The Imps? We have to get her!"
              He was suddenly surging to his feet and Rob lay a restraining hand
              on his forearm.

            	"I wish it were as easy as a snatch and grab." He
              then went into the fabricated, but plausible, story he and Jess
              had concocted. "It's her father, he's taken her off planet."
              Chris slumped back to his barstool. "You know how angry he
              was about her deferring her studies, well, it was nothing compared
              to his reaction to her telling him she was staying with the underground
              and was settling down with you."

            	Karl Stewart, Jessica's father, was CEO of a business concern
              with mining interests both on and off planet. Although unsympathetic
              to the Imperial rulers, he viewed them as a necessary evil when
              it came to distribution and selling of the precious ores his company
              mined. He viewed the rising resistance movement with reserved admiration,
              fully understanding what they hoped to achieve, but doubting their
              ability. He even made insubstantial anonymous cash donations from
              time to time but otherwise remained staunchly neutral when discussing
              it with parties of either side. He had been against his daughter
              joining the movement, but had relented in favour of letting her
              find her own way. He thought she would soon get over her idealism
              when she learned the reality of war, but it appeared Jessica had
              a steel in her backbone that had remained hidden for much of her
              youth. 

            He had also met her section commander once, and had been impressed
              by his charm and obvious intelligence, but had also glimpsed the
              warrior beneath his urbane appearance. A two-man Stormtrooper patrol
              had entered the establishment they were dining at and the transformation
              he had witnessed was remarkable. Someone else replaced the good-humoured
              young gentleman. His features smoothed and his eyes died, becoming
              flat and hard, devoid of all emotion. He intoned he was getting
              more drinks and was up and moving to the bar with an economy of
              effort and fluid grace, much like a stalking panther, keeping his
              target in sight and himself out of their's as he crossed the floor.
              This brief view had left him shaken, but reassured that his little
              girl was in, if not entirely safe hands, ones more capable of protecting
              her than his, given the situation. He had secretly approved when
              Jessica had let him know of the change in her and Chris? relationship,
              and how it had transpired, but had remained non-committal, giving
              Jess no clear indication of his feelings. She had taken this as
              a censure of sorts and told Chris the same but they didn't let that
              stop their happiness with one another. It had also given Jess a
              creditable excuse for fading from Chris? life for entirely different
              reasons. Had he known the truth Macquarie's future may well have
              been different.

             

            
            Now?

            
             

            	"Holy unknown offspring, Kraytman! It's Jalb_k?junior!"
              Hellcat's expression met and mirrored Krayt's look of stunned disbelief.

            	"All this time we've been his family, our surrogate ?big
              brother?, and he finds he's left his real family at home."
              Krayt shook his head in wonder. "No wonder he left here like
              a bantha with a bug in its butt! We've got to get this crystal to
              Stryker, like, five minutes ago!" The pair left the cabin at
              a dead run.

            	"So you can see it when you slow the log right
              down," Vidster was explaining. "It was a dangerous move,
              inspired to say the least, but dangerous all the same. The big question
              is why?" he concluded as Josh and Matt erupted into the room.

            	"I think we have the answer to that!" Hellcat exclaimed.
              "Get a load of this!" Krayt dropped the crystal into the
              holoprojector and hit the power. The form of Jessica Stewart shimmered
              into being. Animal let go a slow whistle of appreciation.

            	"Chris," she started simply, "I've been meaning
              to contact you since I heard you had settled in with Renegade and
              become a Corsair." There were a few raised eyebrows and knowing
              smiles. "But I've been scared of your reaction. Now my hand
              has been forced, we need your help, I don't know who else to turn
              to." She took a deep breath and worry creased her brow. "The
              Imperials are back, and they mean to take Macquarie. They have a
              battle group in orbit." She referred to something out of sight.
              "Two Impstars, a VSD and several corvettes. They're landing
              ground troops as I speak. We have been given 24 hours to surrender,
              after which time they will commence bombardment from space. We could
              hold our own down here, but those starships will decimate our ground
              defences. We need to dispatch them, but what remains of our Navy
              is inexperienced and ill equipped. We petitioned your High Command
              but the process is taking too long. The minutes are counting down
              and we are desperate. We need an experienced leader." 

            Her eyes took on a pleading, searching quality. "I know this
              is a lot to ask but there is more at stake than you realise."
              She took a quavering breath and seemed torn between courses, then
              looked up with shining eyes. "I want you to see someone very
              dear to me." The holo changed to that of the running, smiling
              boy with Jess speaking voice over. "This is Kyle Logan, he's
              nearly nine years old. You once said you wanted to have your children
              grow up in peace. He has, but that is looking like it's changing."
              The holo returned to Jess. "Kyle is your son, Chris, and he
              has grown up in peace due, in no small part, to you. He knows
              who his father is, what he did for his planet, and what he is now
              doing for other kids who can't live as free as he does. His grandfather
              is probably your biggest fan, regaling Kyle with all sorts of stories
              of your ?heroism??" She managed a sad smile. "His requests
              to meet his father are becoming more frequent?" She trailed
              off. "You helped to bring peace once, could you do it again?
              If not for us, then for him?" She stood silently, a single
              crystal bright tear slipping down her smooth cheek. "I still
              love you Chris, I always have, I always will. Please help us."
              She brought her fingertips to her lips then held them out towards
              the viewers. The holo wavered, then broke down to static and faded.
              Stunned silence followed, into which Stryker started pacing.

            	"Damn his impetuousness! Why didn't he come to me first?"
              He stopped in front of the holoprojector, reached for the crystal,
              looked at it for a moment, deep in thought, then checked his chrono.
              "Animal! Best guess, single jump, time to Macquarie?"
              Chris Stephen closed his eyes and answered quickly.

            	"Eleven hours." The rest of the Rogues surreptitiously
              glanced at their chronos, and Stryker didn't miss it.

            	"OK. We can all do the math. That would be an hour after
              the deadline." He scanned the faces around him. "Anyone
              think Reynolds can't last an hour, or that it's a lost, or unworthy
              cause?"

            	"He's a Rogue," Wolfman stated simply.

            	"We look after our own," added Mustang 

            	"He's our brother!" Krayt and Hellcat said in unison.
              They looked at each other and grinned. This was met by murmured
              assent. Stryker looked at Vidster, who shrugged.

            	"Well, I have my reservations, but we can't leave him
              swinging in the breeze."

            	"All right! Rogues, these are orders! Battle prep complete
              and online in 15. I want noses hot by the time I get back from the
              Admiral. Time to spread the rebellion, let's go!" The room
              echoed to the sound of running feet.

            	"It's all right Skip, I got it," Jalb_k said as the
              proximity alarm warbled and he disengaged the hyperdrive. The sub-light
              engines cut in smoothly as he rapidly assessed his sensor readings.
              "Skip, designate all Macquarian forces friendly." Purple
              dots changed to green and he scrolled through the list. Four squadrons,
              two each of Y-wings and Z-95's. The Imperials were still a good
              fifty klicks out and hadn't launched fighters yet, but he could
              see the swarms being out all too soon. He checked the capital ship
              placement, then keyed his comm.

            	"Macquarian forces, this is Anzac 1, currently a freelance
              starfighter who's been missing home. Looks like your out to pick
              a fight, mind if I join you?"

            	"Unknown callsign, this is Captain Robert Juhas, Bondi
              Lead, say again callsign!" Rob couldn't believe his ears. Few
              but those in the group, and some higher up, knew what Anzac was,
              or that it even existed. If this was who he thought it was? Rob
              was ready to take a gamble.

            "I say again, this is Anzac 1, acknowledge?"

            "Acknowledged Anzac. Confirm familiarity with our tactics?"

            "Ha! Confirm? I wrote the book Rob!" 

            That clinched it for Captain Juhas. "Manly, Ripcurl and Billabong,
              this is Bondi Lead. Designate Anzac 1 friendly and assign secure
              command frequency. Anzac, you have the lead!"

            "Thanks Rob, I won't let you down. OK people, let's look like
              we mean it. Effect squadron separation and tighten up those flight
              groups. Bondi, Ripcurl, drop back into echelon rear heavy, I want
              two separate assault groups. What are your loadouts?"

            "All pro torps."

            "Copy. Billabong, Bondi, I want you to lead in your heavies
              by one klick. You will notice the corvettes moving to block our
              attack vectors on the Star Destroyers. Take whatever TIEs you can
              as you go through the fighter screen. They will expect you to chase
              them down. Ignore them. Split by elements and give the 'vettes eight
              torpedoes each, then peel and dogfight, cover your Y-wings. Manly
              and Ripcurl, once past the initial TIE wave set E/L/S to 0/0 until
              your past the corvette debris field, then I want you to dumb-fire
              your full loads at your assigned capital ship. You will then assist
              with fighter suppression. Bondi Lead, watch, learn and duplicate
              my moves on your ISD. We'll get to the VSD when we cross that line.
              Questions?" Nothing. "OK then, buckle up boys, this is
              going to be a heck of a stink! Lock S-foils in attack formation!"

            "Er, say again Anzac?"

            "Heh. Disregard my last, force of habit I guess."

            The chatter died down as they drew closer to the Imperial battle
              group and the import of what they were about to do filled their
              minds. They broke fifteen klicks to the ISD's, about ten to the
              'vettes when red blips started multiplying. Wave after wave of eyeballs
              and squints issued from the gaping bays of the two big, wedge shaped
              craft. The forces met at eight klicks.

            "Anzac, this is Billabong Lead, we are in contact!"

            "Copy Billabong. Stick to your objectives."

            Vermilion and scarlet lances of light spread across the heavens,
              with several scarlet bolts terminating with short lived, fiery blossoms.
              The Z-95s of Billabong Squadron continued on-line, six of them launching
              warheads at the three closest corvettes while the TIEs were still
              in the throes of unneeded evasive manoeuvres. As the Y-wings passed
              and spooled up to top speed the Imps realized they were clear and
              set to close with the bombers, only to lose ground. Then the fighters
              of Billabong were amongst them, ruining any chance of effective
              pursuit. Manly Squadron was past the remains of the 'vettes in quick
              time and Jalb gave the order to launch. In moments 144 warheads
              were streaking towards the first ISD and giving odds of 50% hitting,
              and Jalb was feeling pretty good. The Y-Wings peeled off the attack
              line, recycled their power settings and joined the fray. Jalb_k
              was a good klick high and two in front when the Y-wings launched.
              He set E/L/S to 50/25 and streaked towards the ISD from above and
              in front. 

            Although the ISD's gunners were having success, volley after volley
              of torpedoes still impacted the starships shields. As they continued
              to drop Jalb rolled in at the port shield generator firing continual
              single shot, weakening the shield over it. His lasers depleted he
              fired a single torp, followed by a duo. The first made a small hole
              momentarily appear in the weakened shield, the second two raced
              through the breach and the generator flared and expanded. He evaded
              vertically, shunting shield power to guns, up to about a klick out,
              then turned and made a similar run on the remaining generator, with
              spectacular results. The second explosion not only crippled the
              ISD's ability to shield itself, it also severely damaged the bridge
              superstructure, in effect, breaking its spine. The bridge sagged
              forward, damage went to over 50% and the final volleys of torpedoes
              tolled its death knell. The combined forces had destroyed the capship
              in little over a minute. Jalb_k punched all available power to sub-light
              to clear the blast radius. The explosion of vented atmosphere briefly
              overtook him, then he shot out into the clear like a phoenix rising.

            "Woooooo-ha! What a rush! Did?ya get that Bondi Lead?"

            "Copy Anzac. Lovin? your action! Let's see if I can get the
              same result!"

            Bondi and Ripcurl Squadrons followed the same plan of attack, with
              the same results. Rob carried off his version of Jalb's moves, and
              although they lacked polish, the end was the same. The second ISD
              crumpled in on itself after the onslaught of warheads continued
              into its unshielded hull. The VSD sat by; menacing any fighter that
              came within range, but other than launch it's complement of fighters
              it moved inexorably on towards it's firing position. The allied
              Macquarian forces became bogged down in the mixed melee, slowly
              whittling the opposing forces down. But sheer weights of numbers
              were keeping them from attacking the lone VSD. 

            The battle raged on and Jalb heard snippets of comm chatter.

            "Man, I love the power of a Z-95!"

            "Heh, Imperial training seems a bit lax."

            "Hey! You trying to steal my kills?" The lighthearted
              banter continued, even though both sides were suffering losses.
              The Macquarians were slowly taking the advantage as the Imperial
              numbers dwindled steadily. Jalb ordered the remaining fighters of
              Bondi and Billabong to break by elements and unload their remaining
              warheads at the VSD. The Imperial fighters were kept too busy to
              respond to calls from their flight control to stop the pairs darting
              away, firing and rejoining the fray. The VSD's shields failed as
              it came into firing range. The young captain aboard took little
              persuasion from his XO to turn about and run for safety, and in
              this was their undoing. As they turned tail a volley of torpedoes
              took out the main sub-light engines, sending secondary detonations
              deep into the ship. Escape pods suddenly burst from points on the
              stricken craft and tracked away from the battle area. The Macquarians
              were elated, but their jubilation was short lived as two more of
              their compatriots? fell to Imperial fighters. Jalb's veins turned
              to ice.

            "Don't give an inch, fellahs. They've called for reinforcements,
              that's why they're still fighting. Knock ?em out, quick!" The
              minutes ticked by and sweat soon began to pool at the base of Jalb's
              spine. He knew the guys out there must be just about past it if
              he was feeling the strain, then his nightmares came true. The sleek,
              deadly forms of two modified frigates dropped into real space, flanking
              another VSD. The current melee was near finished, with the remaining
              Imps on the run to regroup with the new arrivals and Jalb had to
              rein in his remaining defenders. Of the assault groups he started
              with, he had 30 craft left, having lost a full half of the Y-wings
              and a half dozen Z-95's. Pilot beacons flashed reassuringly, he
              just hoped there would be someone friendly to pick them up when
              this was over. 	

            "Gentlemen, it has been an honour, however, I leave this call
              to you. We have no warheads, our ships are battered, we are facing
              a numerically superior enemy, again, and the fate of the planet
              rests in our mortal hands. My morale is high, how about you?"
              A chorus of affirmatives came through his comm. "Let's take
              the advantage then. Ripcurl, Manly, strafe the VSD! The rest of
              us, let's keep ?em alive!" The rag-tag force made a slow loop
              back towards the enemy when Jalb heard an excited tittering from
              behind him. He glanced down at his readout and saw 11 new X-wings
              at 1 KM scroll across the screen. His hopes surged as he identified
              his squadron moving into formation.

            "Anzac 1, this Is Rogue Lead. Heard there was a party going
              on, mind if we crash?"

            "Rogue Leader, you are more than welcome. By the Force, it's
              good to see you guys!"

            "Copy Anzac. This is now a sanctioned operation. You may switch
              your IFF back to the business setting and get into formation. We're
              loaded for bantha and we're not leaving till we get some. By elements,
              gentlemen, and go Rogue!!" 

            The appearance of the infamous Rogue Squadron sent the Imperials
              into frenzy, with many colliding with each other in their haste
              to make viable attack formations. The Alliance X-wings with heavy
              rockets made short work of the Imperial rear guard action, and left
              many TIE fighters homeless. A small squad of Macquarians was left
              to herd the remaining functioning Imp fighters to a secure Military
              base while the rest of them, with Rogue Squadron, set about completely
              destroying the Imperial troops on the ground. Long strafing runs
              left the ground littered with equipment, smoking wreckage and limp
              bodies. The invading Army was thoroughly routed and the Macquarian
              ground troops swept through and mopped up what was left in the space
              of a few short days. A clear message was sent to the Imperial establishment.
              Macquarie was a free world with powerful friends and with the loss
              of the Imperial's entire sector command allocation of capital ships,
              it was likely to stay that way for a long time to come.

            "Rogue Nine, this is Rogue Leader. I look forward to your
              report of the action, preceding our arrival, once you return to
              the Liberty. However, before you return you are the Alliance's
              voice in Macquarie. I am downloading a message from High Command
              to your R2 unit, along with some personal information for you."

            "Copy Lead."

            "You're lucky, Reynolds. Instead of disciplinary action you're
              going to end up a hero, until we knock you back down to size."
              Jalb_k smirked inside his crew compartment. "The Admiral had
              just received a secure transmission giving us warning for this operation.
              I was able to pass your disappearance off as an advanced recon,
              using my discretion as Wing CO and acting on 'special? sources"
              the humour in Colonel Rambo's voice evident as he said this. "So,
              fortunately for you, I come out smelling like roses, too."

            "Understood, Lead. I appreciate the top cover."

            "Yeah, just don't let it happen too often. The Liberty
              should be at our RV about now; you have three days leave once your
              official duties are finished. I expect you and your report at my
              desk twelve hours after you return. Until then?get to know your
              family, Chris."

            "Wilco, sir! Request permission to leave formation?"

            "Granted Nine, you are clear to roll."

            "Roger, Nine out!" With that Jalb pulled up and dumped
              all power to propulsion. He rocketed forward and, once clear of
              the squadron, pushed his left foot down on the etheric rudder, starting
              a flat yaw to the left. At the same time he pushed forward and right
              on his control yoke causing his X-Wing to go through a spectacular
              tumbling barrel roll. He levelled out and dove for the surface of
              the planet with his wing mates making jocular remarks about showing
              off and saving his moves for the ladies.

            Or, more appropriately, one lady.

            Jalb made a low banking fly past over the remains of the force
              he had taken into battle. They were formed up on the open tarmac
              of the main spaceport in orderly ranks with the three remaining
              squadron leaders parked in front. He noticed the huddle of pilots
              with a huge crowd forming around them look up as he passed over.

            "Rogue Nine, this is Port Control. You are clear for short
              finals onto pad Victor-1. Ground-crew is there to signal you in."

            "Roger Port, I have them visual. Thanks for the welcome."
              He responded as he identified the ground-crewman waving him down
              to a point central to and in front of the other starfighters.

            "No, thank you for stopping by Lieutenant Reynolds. Port out."
            

            Jalb eased in on repulsors and made a soft, 3-point landing right
              on top of the markers. He popped his canopy and there was a ladder
              on his right side instantly. The X-wing was gently humming through
              power down and Jalb told his astromech to run through the post-flights.
              He sat for a moment longer, removed his helmet and gloves and took
              a deep breath. He looked up to see the welcoming committee forming
              up to the front of his X-wing and took note of the amount of brass
              that was present. He pulled out a battered Renegade Wing cap and
              sat it on his head with the peak at a jaunty angle. When he was
              happy with his hat he vaulted out of the crew compartment and climbed
              down the side of his craft. The crowd hushed as he marched over
              to the important looking group in front of them. He came to a halt
              and snapped off a salute with military precision.

            "Sir, First Lieutenant Chris Reynolds, Rogue Nine, Renegade
              Wing off the CRS Liberty, Alliance Starfighter and Naval
              Command, requesting permission to come ashore, sir!" The gentleman
              to whom he spoke beamed as he accepted the salute.

            "You are most welcome, Lieutenant Reynolds. On behalf of the
              people of Macquarie and myself, I offer you and your fellow pilots
              our sincere thanks. We are in your debt and at your disposal."
              Chief Minister Karl Stewart stepped forward and embraced Chris in
              an emotional bear hug; much to the latter's surprise. "Welcome
              home? Son." The gathered crowd erupted and people surged forward,
              all wanting to congratulate and thank Chris. He was caught up in
              a whirl, so many familiar faces, old friends and squad mates, all
              eager to get his attention. Then Rob was in front of him. Gripping
              his right hand firmly he pulled his old mate into a rough embrace,
              his eyes starting to glisten. He turned?

            ?and saw her. She was standing two or three deep, directly behind
              Rob. He gently pushed Rob aside with an apologetic look, which earned
              one of understanding. He brushed past the people between him and
              swept her into his arms, tears openly rolling down his cheeks. He
              buried his face into her hair, gripping her tightly about the waist
              and the back of her slender neck.

            "I never thought? I'm so glad? I've missed you so much,"
              he stuttered as he held her at arm's length then pulled her back
              into a fierce hug. Jessica was giddy with joy and relief, just happy
              to be holding and held by him. The crowd stayed back a couple of
              feet out of deference to the reunited couple, with friends of both
              of them cheering and wolf whistling loudly. They broke apart and
              stood facing, right hands in left, drinking in the sight of each
              other, smiling and crying by turns as they expressed their feelings.
              Rob caught Jess? eye as he moved back towards the small clearing
              around the couple. She looked at Chris, a radiant smile in place.

            "There's someone that really wants to meet you,"
              she said as she looked to her right. Chris followed her gaze, which
              settled on a handsome, sombre young face that was trying desperately
              not to break into a grin. Chris turned towards the boy he had seen
              in the holo and took a knee to come down to his level. It put the
              child head and shoulders above him. He's so tall! Chris marvelled
              to himself. The lad stepped forward and offered his right hand.

            "I'm Kyle," he said as the grin he was trying to contain
              broke free, "and I am so very happy and honoured to finally
              meet you. Sir!" The nearly nine year old finished in a rush
              as he furiously pumped his father's hand up and down. Chris looked
              up in amazement at Jess, who was beaming with pride, and returned
              his gaze to Kyle.

            "No, Kyle. It is I who am honoured to have a fine young man
              as you for a son. Now come here and give your old man a hug!"
              They suited action to words and Chris stood, lifting his son's feet
              of the ground as he did so. After a moment he put Kyle up on his
              shoulders and searched the faces around him for the Chief Minister.
              He found the person he was looking for shortly and stepped towards
              him.

            "If the formalities could be held off a while, sir? I have
              a family with nearly a decade of catching up to do. My R2 can give
              you most of what you need, so, if I may?" 

            And without waiting for an answer he turned with Jess on his arm,
              Kyle on his shoulders and strode off into the start of a new life.

            
 
        

      

    


      
        
          	 
            Wolfman's Tale - A New Beginning

            Prologue

            "Reentering realspace in 5,4, 3, 2, 1," Michael "Vidster" Videlka's 
              voice crackled over the comm. Vidster was just assigned as the temporary 
              commanding officer of Rogue Squadron during Stryker's absence. In 
              addition to that, Rogue Squadron was finally at full strength again, 
              and this was its first mission flying with almost a full roster. 
              It was a combined mission with Corsair, nothing out of the ordinary 
              - a hit and fade attack on an Imperial convoy in some remote system 
              no one had ever heard about anyway. I watched the starlines return 
              to normal dots in space. I had almost been in Rogue Squadron a year 
              already and these kinds of missions had become something I could 
              just pull out of my repertoire. I checked my instruments. Shields 
              and lasers were at full power. I pushed the lever forwards to lock 
              my S-foils into attack position. 

            "All Rogues, report in" came Vidster's voice again.

            "Rogue Four here, all systems normal."

            "Rogue Seven, looking good here." 

            "Rogue Eight, I'm ready to rock!"

            "Rogue Nine, I'm clear."

            "This is Rogue Ten, clear."

            "Rogue Twelve here, all systems check out okay." Rogue Twelve was 
              the newest member of the bunch; he had transferred from Black Squadron 
              into Corsair and worked his way up into Rogue, as many of us have 
              done, including me. Darklighter was a fine pilot, I hadn't been 
              able to fly with him very much yet, something I'd have to catch 
              up on.

            "Rogue Five, mark this date for the kill-board, fellows. All systems..."

            It struck me like lightning. I put my hand on my chest. I could 
              feel the medallion through my flightsuit. It had belonged to my 
              sister. It was today four years ago that she had died. God, has 
              it already been that long? I can still remember the day I came home 
              and found only a pile of snow 20 feet high where my home town once 
              stood. She didn't deserve to die yet. There was so much more for 
              her still to experience.

            I was torn out of my thoughts by the crackle of my comm.

            "Rogue Three, do you copy? Jeez, Wolfy, what's wrong with you?" 
              It was Brennan "Rainman" Roth calling for me. We both joined Rogue 
              about at the same time. He was a fine pilot. I mean, of course he's 
              a fine pilot, he's a Rogue. But he was also a good friend.

            It took me a while to realize what was going on. There were red 
              blips on my sensors. Tons of 'em. It must have been a trap. My con 
              buzzed again. This time it was Vids.

            "Lieutenant, move your hot-ass butt and get over here before you 
              get killed. We're running away from this place, what's gotten into 
              you?"

            I was totally confused by now. There were dogfights going on everywhere. 
              I couldn't get the image of my sister out of my head. Yet I turned 
              my X-wing almost 180 and headed towards the running Renegades. 
              I was at least 6k away from the rest of the group. 

            Suddenly my ship rocked. I checked my sensors. There were at least 
              five TIEs on my tail and there were more coming. Green streaks rocketed 
              past my canopy, then my shields failed. There was no way I was gonna 
              reach the rest in time. I popped the hyperspace lever and prayed 
              as my hull integrity dropped. Finally after a few seconds which 
              seemed to take forever, dots turned to streaks and I was on my way.

            ***

            

            The flight deck seemed cold and empty with almost all fighters 
              still struggling in the combat area. I was still paralyzed and couldn't 
              hear Silk's voice through the comm. trying to ask me why I was back 
              without the others and what had happened out there. All I did was 
              pop the canopy, take off my helmet and head towards my quarters. 
              I had a lot of thinking to do before the rest of the batch got back, if they got back.

            Everyone always seemed to complain about the dim-lit Calamarian 
              ships. I must admit, it felt kind of comforting then. I wondered 
              if the Calamarians had psychological problems and that was why they 
              kept the brightness levels low. Once I got to my quarters I entered 
              my access code and the door opened. My eyes fell right on the picture 
              of my sister that was standing to the side of my bed. Pretty much 
              everyone in the Alliance had lost friends or family, but everyone 
              felt the same despair, the same fear, the same hopelessness, it 
              all was building up inside me, turning into aggressiveness and anger 
              until I couldn't stand it any longer. I cried out. I cried out so 
              loud, one could probably hear it all across this system, certainly 
              across the Liberty. Everyone walking in the corridors stood 
              still for the ten seconds it lasted. 

            ***

            

            My head was pretty much cleared out by the time the call came for 
              me to head towards Vids' office ASAP. I had taken a hot shower and 
              was lying on my bunk when my intercom beeped. I had been expecting 
              it. I got up and set out for what could have been the end of my 
              alliance career. Whatever would come, I knew what I had to do. Ever 
              since my transfer into Rogue Squadron, things weren't going that 
              well. Something like this was bound to happen. Before then I just 
              pushed everything away and worked to get into Rogue, I wasn't ready 
              for the truth then, I'm not sure if I was ready for the truth now. 
              Everything had happened too fast. But what does a man do after he 
              completes his goals? I grabbed the medallion from my night stand 
              and headed for Vids' office.

            The corridors were quieter than usual. They were quiet when I had 
              arrived back, but that had been because everyone was out on the 
              mission. How many had made it back, only that little? I assured 
              myself that they were all just enjoying themselves in the Lounge 
              and everything was back to normal. 

            I passed Hellcat on the way; he gave me a black look and walked 
              on without saying a word. I don't blame him, I screwed up and endangered 
              their lives. I swung my head back towards the door to Vids' office 
              at the end of the corridor. I paused. I wondered if it would be 
              smarter just to steal a shuttle and never come back to the Liberty 
              ever again, then again, they might just court-martial me and that 
              would solve my problems too. I wasn't sure what to do, but something 
              gave me the urge to enter that office and find out, like an invisible 
              hand slapping me on the butt and assuring me it'd be okay.

            Vids was sitting behind his desk when I entered. He hadn't even 
              bothered to change his clothes, he was still in his flightsuit and 
              boy, he didn't look like a happy camper. I walked up to the desk 
              and saluted as one must. I wondered how long I'd still be obligated 
              to do that

            "As you were," came Vids' response. "Lieutenant," he sounded like 
              he was trying to scare a rancor away, "what happened out there was 
              irresponsible, immature and unacceptable. What in the world was 
              going through your mind out there?"

            "With all due respect, sir," he wouldn't understand anyway, 
              "I have some personal problems."

            I was right, he didn't understand. If he did, he didn't show it. 
              "You're a Rogue for the Force' sake. You should be able to put aside 
              your personal feelings when flying an expensive starfighter. You're 
              supposed to be a model for the younger pilots."

            Maybe I should have left in a shuttle. Maybe I should have quit. 
              "Sir, I don't think I'm able to con?"

            Vids' tone was a little lower, although still booming with authority. 
              "There's no way I'll let you take that easy path. You may hand in 
              your resignation when Colonel Rambo gets back, but until then I'm 
              giving you a leave of absence." His tone was more fatherly sounding 
              now. "I don't know what's bothering you, but go where you have to 
              go, do what you have to do. I don't want to see you back until Stryker 
              gets back. If you still want to resign then, fine, but don't run 
              away from everything, sooner or later it'll catch up with you and 
              you'll have to face it then. It might come when you least expect 
              it and you're totally unprepared, like today, only you might not 
              be so lucky again."

            I didn't know what to say. I was expecting to get court-martialed 
              or something and he didn't even let me go on my own.

            "Lieutenant," he added, obviously I wasn't moving, "You're dismissed. 
              And good luck, Wolfy."

            I left the office and walked back to my quarters. Maybe it was 
              really time for a visit to Celanon again.

            
            Celanon

            
            The native population of Celanon were the Nalroni. The furry creatures 
              had an enormous sense for economy which was also the reason for 
              Celanon's blooming. The Nalroni's profit had catapulted Celanon 
              to the last destination on the Celanon Trade Spur, a trade 
              route that wound through various systems, ending at Celanon. When 
              the time came, and Emperor Palpatine initiated the new order, the 
              Nalroni left the surface and hid underground. They didn't stop trading 
              goods though. It is known, in certain circles, that if something 
              exists, you can get it on Celanon.

            I left Celanon City right at the time as the Imperials took control. 
              Already then it had been a huge metropolis with a multi-colored 
              skyline due to the massive holo-advertisements. When the Imperials 
              came they built a huge spaceport in Celanon City and made it a main 
              resupply and staging base.

            I trotted away from where I parked my shuttle, still swearing to 
              myself about having to pay 300 credits just to land my craft. Not 
              wanting to be noticed by the Imps isn't cheap. This was definitely 
              not the place I left 3 years ago. It's kind of ironic, don't you 
              think? A man comes back to his home to get even with his past and 
              finds his past missing. Anyway, my primary goal was to ding a transport 
              that would get me to where my home town used to be, and finding 
              someone who could do that didn't seem all too challenging.

            The Celanon City Cantina, called the "Triple-C" by most 
              mercs, was more like a playhouse then anything else, and they didn't 
              seem to like newcomers - since pretty much everyone in the cantina 
              threw me a dirty look when I entered. It was a weird feeling. It 
              made me feel like a total stranger in a place that should have felt 
              like home.

            I walked over to the bar and ordered a "Celanon Semi-Dry". 
              This was a native unrefined wine, that had the tendency to be a 
              little strong. The bartender looked at me for a moment before he 
              said anything.

            "You sure you can handle one of those?" he snapped at me, looking 
              skeptical. I was just about to give him his 'handling' when I suddenly 
              heard a voice from behind me. 

            "Just get the boy his drink, Carly. If he dies on you, you can 
              sell his corpse. I'm sure you'll get enough out of those white teeth." 
              The barkeeper, apparently named Carly, didn't look happy, but he 
              brought me my drink. I hadn't been able to catch a glimpse of the 
              mysterious so I turned around on my barstool and looked at my guardian. 
              He was a middle aged human male with two or three scars on his face. 
              He was slimly built and about 190cm tall. He had a BlasTech DL-18 
              hanging from his belt, a blaster mostly used by smugglers and heavily 
              popular around Mos Eisley and therefor named the "Mos Eisley 
              Special" in certain circles. 

            My thoughts were interrupted as the man spoke up. "Hey kid, you 
              gonna drink that or did I risk my name for a wimp?" Confused, I 
              looked at the bar where my drink was waiting for me. I picked it 
              up and took a sip. Jeez, this stuff was strong. I could feel 
              the blood running into my head, giving it a bright red color. It 
              took a great effort, but I managed not to cough. I glanced back 
              at the mystery man who was obviously getting a kick out of all this 
              because he was laughing so hard he had to hold himself on one of 
              the chairs. He managed to catch himself and sat down. He started 
              to say something, still recovering from his laugh. "Congratulations 
              kid, that was the strongest 'semi' you'll get anywhere along the 
              Spur. If you can survive that, you must have a strong character." 
              I, on the other hand didn't think this was so funny. My throat was 
              still burning from the alcohol in the drink and it was hard to speak. 
              The man solved that problem as he went on. "I'm Phil, and they call 
              me Phil" he said with a grin on his face. "Now, what takes a kid 
              like you to a place like this. I mean, no offence, but you don't 
              look like the type. The only people coming here either wear Imperial 
              uniforms or are coming to do some trading. You don't match either."

            "Well, I used to live here, and I thought it might be time for 
              a visit home. This place changed a lot since I left though. I left 
              during the Imperial takeover, that wasn't a nice period to be here 
              in."

            "You can say that again!" Phil replied quickly. "I've been transporting 
              goods along 'The Spur' for a while now. I almost went broke then, 
              no one wanted to work with an Imperial controlled world at that 
              time. We had to learn how to keep our clients safe from Imperial 
              boarding parties."

            He seemed like a nice guy, I mean hey, he even bought me a drink. 
              "Did you ever hear the name Dat'nika?" I asked him. Dat'nika had 
              been my home town while I was still living with my family. But I 
              didn't want to tell him too much about me yet.

            "Dat'nika," he started, playing with his beard indicating he was 
              thinking, "yeah, I think I heard that somewhere. Oh, now I remember. 
              A deserted place. Pretty high, snowy region. Never heard of any 
              population in that area. It's hard to get there though, Imp patrols 
              keep that place pretty secure."

            A secure Imp area. Why would the Imperials have any kind of secret 
              intelligence base or something up there? All the time I had lived 
              there, Dat'nika got little visitors from the cities. Maybe that's 
              why the Imps picked that region, they didn't think anybody still 
              existed that knew about it. But what should I have cared anyway? 
              I was on a mission to get even with my past, not with the Imperials. 
              I'm a pilot for Christ sake, not one of Rico's commandos. "How much 
              for a trip up there and back?"

            "Into Dat'nika?" he seemed shocked. "That'll cost you a lot my 
              friend. 3000 credits each way."

            "6000 credits?!? Are you out of your mind. It's not like we're 
              going off planet or something like that!" I protested. 

            "Hey, going into Imperial controlled airspace isn't exactly a normal 
              fare either. 6000 or we don't go, and believe me, you won't find 
              anything cheaper."

            He was right, I would have been lucky if I found someone who was 
              even willing to fly me out there. "Deal!" I said handing him my 
              hand. He shook it firmly, probably trying to show me that he was 
              strong enough to survive.

            "You'll have to get some new clothes though, try and blend in a 
              little, we don't want to look suspicious. When you're set, meet 
              me at docking bay AA-756. We'll leave as soon as you get there." 
              He got up and walked away. I took one last look around the cantina 
              before I too got up and went looking for a new outfit.

            
            Dat'nika, 11 years earlier

            
            "Gabs, wait up!" a little girl cried as she ran out of her house.

            "Hurry up Lan, we're gonna miss it." They were on their way to 
              go see the annual Dat'nika air-show. Gabriel had this huge obsession 
              with planes. He had many models at home and never missed any chance 
              seeing any craft land or take off from the nearby spaceport. There 
              wasn't much traffic, but when there was, they were usually the most 
              interesting kinds of ships, as no normal pilot would fly out this 
              far. Most of them just laded in Celanon City, dropped their cargo 
              and left, but every once in a while some weird guy from the village 
              had ordered some weird cargo which of course had to be dropped in 
              Dat'nika, and Gabriel never missed one.

            "I'm coming, I'm coming." She grabbed her bike and went racing 
              after Gabriel who already had a head start. They raced through half 
              the village before they got to the spaceport. Gabriel had already 
              jumped off his bike and was standing at the fence looking up at 
              the squadron of fighters just performing one of their famous solar-spins. 
              "Don't ride that fast, I can't"

            "Shhh?" Gabriel interrupted her. "Just watch." They stood there 
              for at least an hour not saying a word, just watching the pilots 
              perform their dangerous moves.

            Suddenly Elana broke the silence. "Gabs, do you ever miss mom?" 
              Their mother had died a few years ago, when both of them were really 
              young.

            Gabriel woke up from his trance and looked at his sister, who had 
              tears running from her eyes. He stretched out his arms and gave 
              her a big hug. "Of course I do. Everyday when I wake up thinking 
              everything was just a bad dream and she'll be waiting there when 
              I go downstairs. But then I just think of all the people in my life 
              that still love me, like you, and that makes me feel a lot better." 
              He looked at his sister and wiped a tear off her face. "Hey, let's 
              go get an ice cream. I'll race you there." Elana looked at him with 
              a huge smile on her face. "3, 2, 1, go!" They ran off towards the 
              ice cream stand on the other side of the field.

            ***

            

            I strolled though the various docking bays of the Celanon Spaceport. 
              They didn't exactly feel inviting. But then again, I guess one shouldn't 
              have expected too much. Phil's ship didn't exactly look luxurious 
              either; in fact, it looked more like it should belong in one of 
              the salvage shops - it didn't look like it ever would see the stars 
              again. But, I remembered hearing someone talk about some old guy 
              who supposedly had said: "You're eyes can deceive you, don't trust 
              them."

            Phil had already started up the engines by the time I boarded and 
              had sealed the airlock. The ship didn't look any more promising 
              from the inside. There were crates, empty and full piled up every 
              free inch of space. Phil was calling me from the cockpit.

            "Heya, spaceboy, you comin' up here?"

            "Yeah, I'll be there in a second." I said, only now realizing that 
              I was going back to Dat'nika. I walked down the corridor into the 
              cockpit. Phil was sitting at the controls slowly lifting the ship 
              up from the platform. A few seconds later we had reached cruise 
              height and the whole view of the city presented it self.

            
            Dat'nika, 9 years earlier

             
            "Tickets please," the red and white clothed attendant asked 
              Gabriel as he approached the entrance to Celanon Tours newest addition 
              to their luxury fleet, the Sa'ara. Gabriel had managed to win a 
              pair of tickets from a bet he'd made with a friend about getting 
              some girl from school. Gabriel and his sister walked down the corridor 
              and up to the upper deck.

            "Wow! This is absolutely beautiful," Elana said, " I can't 
              believe we're actually on the maiden voyage of the Sa'ara."

            Gabriel didn't respond, but headed straight for on of the viewports. 
              As the ship left off and headed for outer space to cruise once around 
              the neighboring planet and then land again, Gabriel watched green 
              terrain and wondered if he in his life would ever see something 
              that beautiful again.

            ***

            

            "Hey, you! Get up here". Phil called to me, "we're approaching 
              the Imperial boarder patrol. A red blip appeared on the sensors 
              and at the same time the con beeped.

            "This is Imperial patrol ship AA-39, unidentified cargo vessel, 
              please state the purpose of your current course."

            "Patrol ship AA-39, this is the Mighty Lion. We're carrying 
              supplies for the research base PT-7." PT-7 was a small geologists 
              staging base about a day's flight from our present location."

            "Mighty Lion, please re-plot your course to avoid this area. This 
              is an Imperial development center. We'll transmit you the coordinates 
              of your new course now."

            "Ok, AA-39, I copy. Receiving transmission and re-plotting course 
              now."

            "Excuse me," I cried out, "I thought you could take me to 
              Dat'nika, not bug out at the first sight of Imperials."

            "Cut it out kid," Phil said in a calm voice, "If we try and 
              do anything stupid now, they'll call for backup and blow us out 
              of the sky. Trust me kid, I'll get you there."

            The Mighty Lion changed it's course and the Imperial shuttle 
              pulled off. "Now kid, I'll show you how to get places in a world 
              based on corruption." Phil flipped a switch and a small explosion 
              rocked the ship.

            "What the hell was that," I cried out.

            "Calm down kid, I told you, trust me." Phil pushed the flight stick 
              forward and led the ship into a descent.

            A few minutes later we were on the ground somewhere in the tree-covered 
              terrain not far from Dat'nika. We exited the ship and to my surprise 
              there was a ground transport waiting for us. Phil must have noticed 
              my surprise. "It's crazy how many fine people are willing to risk 
              their lives for a little reward, don't you think kid?"

            Phil walked over to the transport. "Hey kid, if you're planning 
              on staying here all day, let me know, 'cause I'd go take a nap."

            I looked at Phil, then took one last look around me before I walked 
              over to the transport and got in. I actually felt something I hadn't 
              in a long time . . . home.

            
            The Woods of Cal'tek, 3 years earlier

             
            Gabriel was lying on the ground of the Cal'tek woods staring at 
              the stars when Elana approached him.

            "Gabs, can I ask you a question?"

            "Sure Lan, shoot."

            "Will you miss me?"

            "Of course I'll miss you Lan, but I won't be gone that long. It's 
              only for a month." Gabriel had just been awarded a job as a liner-pilot 
              for Celanon Tours.

            "It's gonna be lonely without you around. I mean, Dad's almost 
              never around and stuff."

            Gabriel could see tears in Elana's eyes.

            "Hey Lan, come here. Give me a hug." Elana crawled over the him 
              and slung her arms around him. "I'll be back. It's not like I'm 
              gone forever. I mean, well see each other again. My trips aren't 
              gonna be longer than a month."

            "Everything's gonna change though, Gabs. Why do you have to go?"

            "I always dreamt of going to the stars. All I ever wanted to do 
              was fly. Hey, you know what, when I get back, we'll go over to the 
              old port and get an ice-cream, ok?"

            Elana smiled at the recollection of one of their favorite ways 
              to spend time.

            "Gabs, I want you to take this medallion I carved out of a red 
              rock I found in the forest. It'll take care of you while you're 
              on your trip. You can give it back to me when you get back."

            Gabriel looked Elana deep in the eyes while taking the medallion. 
              He eyed it, then gazed back at Elana. He saw a tear run down her 
              left cheek. Gabriel opened up his arms and Elana slung herself around 
              him again. She didn't want to let go. Finally she stood up and started 
              walking back to their house without saying another word. Gabriel 
              took one last look at the dotted sky before getting up himself and 
              running after her.

            ***

            

            The transport came to a stop at the foot of one of Celanon's highest 
              mountains, the E'gir. It was starting to get late, but the moon 
              was almost at it's full, so seeing wasn't a problem. I was the first 
              to exit the car. I took a few steps forward and stopped. The surroundings 
              seemed familiar, yet I could match no memory with them. I heard 
              talking come from the door and turn around to see that the driver 
              was telling Phil something. I gazed at him with a interested face.

            Phil obviously noticed. "He says, this is the spot where your village 
              used to stand, before the Imps cleared everything away."

            I wasn't really listening to what Phil was saying, but my eyes 
              caught a glimpse of something that was more than just familiar . 
              . . a few feet behind the transport there was a very odd-looking 
              tree. It had three trunks springing from the center. All three pointed 
              almost symmetrically outwards before they curved to grow towards 
              the sky. I could make out that Phil was whispering something to 
              the driver, but I didn't concentrate on what they were saying.

            
            Dat'nika, 3 years earlier

             
            The village was in shreds. Houses were totally wrecked, cars half 
              buried in the snow, light-posts thrown over, Gabriel rushed to what 
              used to be his house. There were rescue troops all over. His house 
              was sealed off by yellow tape, just like all others had been. He 
              didn't care though. He jumped over and rushed into the house, ignoring 
              the troops orders to stop. Just as he was about to enter the door, 
              it swung open and a couple of med-techs pushed out to stretchers, 
              both of them covered with a black cloth. Gabriel was just about 
              to jump one of the meds when another one held his arm. Gabriel looked 
              him in the eyes seeking for something to grab onto. All the med 
              did was shakes his head. He said something too, but all Gabriel 
              noticed was that his lips were moving. Gabriel broke the med's grip 
              of his arm and went running off in the opposite direction. He ran 
              for a few minutes, the noise getting lower and lower the further 
              he went. Suddenly he tripped on a rock and fell to his knees. He 
              straightened out his sisters medallion because it was choking him 
              and looked up at the tree in front of him and suddenly for the speck 
              of a moment, his thoughts were off the disaster his home-town suffered. 
              The tree in front of him had an odd shape...

            ***

            

            I laid my hand onto my chest. It was still there. I could feel 
              its contours through my jumpsuit. My gaze turned up towards the 
              stars and my lips moved a good-bye without any sound emerging from 
              my mouth. I looked back at the tree and walked over towards it. 
              I placed my hand on the medallion, removed it from my neck and hung 
              it on one of the stronger branches. I stood there looking at it 
              for at least 20-25 minutes, before I headed back to the transport. 
              When I passed Phil, all I said was "Let's go," and went silently 
              to the seats towards the back of the transport. Phil and the driver 
              exchanged puzzled looks, before they too took their seats and the 
              transport took off. I just sat there staring out at the passing 
              landscape. I couldn't tell if I was better off than I was before 
              we came here, but with every meter we distanced ourselves from the 
              odd-shaped tree, I could feel the weight lifting itself from me. 
              It was time the end this chapter of my life and start a new one.

            
            Epilogue

             
            The flight deck was extremely busy so I wasn't surprised when no 
              one came to greet me. I exited my shuttle and started walking towards 
              my quarters, just longing for a shower. Suddenly I heard Silk call 
              me from behind.

            "Heya, Wolfman. Welcome back. Stryker told me he wants to see you 
              as soon as you get in."

            I nicked and continued my course. "Wolfman," Silk called again, 
              "where were you anyways?"

            I was quite puzzled at that question, but then I remembered I left 
              very discreetly without telling anyone who didn't have to know.

            "I had to give something back to an old friend," I said with 
              a slight grin on my face. Then I turned and walked out. Silk stood 
              there puzzled for a moment, obviously I didn't give him the answer 
              he was hoping for.

            ***

            

            Stryker was sitting at his desk behind a pile of papers as usual 
              when I entered his office. I gave him the formal salute, it felt 
              somewhat different than it had before I left, it actually meant 
              something . Stryker responded in the same tone as always, obviously 
              his reaction was so routine by now that one couldn't ever make out 
              any emotions in it.

            "As you were. Lieutenant, I don't know where or what you were up 
              to during your leave, and to be honest, I don't think it's meant 
              for anyone you don't think needs to know. I do have one question 
              for you."

            He paused, looked down at his desk, then continued. "Did you find 
              what you were looking for?"

            He was right. I didn't feel like sharing my experiences with others 
              quite yet.

            "Yes sir, I guess you could say that." I wasn't really into conversations.

            Stryker seemed as if he was awaiting more, then he went on. "Is 
              that it?"

            I was just about to say something, but he didn't give me any time. 
              "Well, then. What are you waiting for, Lieutenant? Go get fresh. 
              You were gone a while, you have a little catching up to do," 
              he said with a sarcastic grin on his face. I didn't really care. 
              I saluted him, spun 180 on my heel and left his office.

            I walked down the hall to my quarters. When I got there, I entered 
              the unlock code and the door slid open. I threw my stuff onto the 
              mat and walked to the viewport. I watched the X-wings patrolling 
              around the Task Force, I was home again. 

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Chipya, Number Two Ewok 

             Me Chipya, me number two ewok onboard big star cruiser called 
              Liberty. Me very special ewok, if number one ewok, George, is not 
              around, me in charge of all ewoks onboard big star cruiser. My day 
              very busy, have to protect other ewoks from the bad people who not 
              like ewoks and trying to get rid of us. Most trouble come from one 
              pilot, he is on star cruiser too, he called Hellcat. He cause much 
              trouble for us, come in our area, try to mess up our parties, but 
              many times we ready for him. Set good traps so that he learn not 
              to mess with ewoks. We do nothing to him to make him come after 
              us, but he keeps trying to mess up our nice parties. He got after 
              our drums and loud instruments most time, but we have many of those. 
              Though most time he very clumsy, and easy to trap or chase away, 
              sometime he get good idea and cause much trouble for us. One time 
              he almost beat all of us and disrupted entire party day. 

             All start on typical party day. We celebrate light, so when light 
              turn on in ewok area, party begins. We take out big drums, and horns, 
              and bang and blow on instruments. Big drums very big, made from 
              tree trunks from home planet. Trees very big there, reach high up 
              into sky, maybe touch mists sometime. Ewoks live in trees, make 
              very good sleeping places and safe. Star cruiser even higher than 
              trees, think must be very safe. Try make as much sound as can, light 
              is everywhere so must make sound go everywhere to celebrate the 
              light. Many complain about sound, must mean we not playing loud 
              enough. While drum and horn ewoks play music, the rest sing, louder 
              than instruments. After sing, we go sleep for short time to ready 
              for next song. This when Hellcat strike. 

             Me wake up from middle of sleep to see big human walking near 
              some ewoks. Me recognize as Hellcat, so me sound the warning, pull 
              red handle on wall that makes rain fall. All ewoks wake up, but 
              too late, Hellcat already running away and over half ewoks covered 
              in sticky stuff. Try bite through stuff, but ewoks say stuff taste 
              bad and no break. So, I lead other half of ewoks to chase after 
              Hellcat. Give big attack cry: 'Ariiiiiii haaaa!!!' Charge out of 
              ewok area after invader. 

             We ran after the invader with full force, charging through the 
              ship, yelling and shouting out our ewok war cries. With spears, 
              we run over all people who be in way. Heads turn and fixerpeople 
              jump out of way to avoid ewok force. In number, we unstoppable. 
              Hellcat, the pilot, have no chance for escape. When we catch we 
              plan to hang him by feet so head facing down. Then sing many victory 
              songs while dancing around catch. 

             But ran into problem before catch Hellcat. Right before we catch 
              him, he stop and turn around. He give funny little grin and push 
              button on datapad he carry. He say, 'Now I have you.' 

             Before we know what happen, big net fall on most of us. Then electric 
              shock go through net knocking out all ewoks under net. After, it 
              only me, number five ewok, Kilpa, number 5,556 ewok, Nilha, and 
              number 1,978,937 ewok, Yipna. Now would be very hard to catch much 
              bigger human with only few numbers. But we in luck, Gemini, head 
              of security and ewok protector was watching over us and dropped 
              ewok noise blaster down for us. Grabbing noise blaster, we start 
              sing. The great song of fight cause Hellcat to be knock out from 
              listening to great song of ewok war. 

             When all ewoks free and wake up, we get to have even bigger party 
              of celebration, with main guest, Hellcat, upside-down. Good party, 
              George be very happy when he get back. Much dancing and singing. 
              Many complaints too, think maybe we should sing louder. 

            
 
             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Cardooine Aerospace Academy: Tale 1

            It was another late evening onboard the CRS Liberty. Crew 
              members were either sleeping in their quarters, working their shift 
              or relaxing in the several recreational areas of the warship.

            One of these areas was a lounge, a dark and misty room in which 
              the pilots of the Renegade Wing went to relax when they had the 
              chance to do so, as rare as that was.

            However, for twenty hours now, the Lounge had been near empty, 
              as every squadron had been scrambled when an Imperial automated 
              beacon had been detected while broadcasting to the nearby Ubiqtorate 
              base on Yaga Minor. A full fleet with fifty Star Destroyers was 
              stationed there and being chased by them was not something even 
              Admiral Ra?kaat felt like doing. Therefore, the Renegade Wing had 
              been dispatched to eliminate all the Imperials they would encounter 
              while destroying the comm sat, just to make sure none of the Impstars 
              would be running after them for the next month or so.

            By now, the pilots would be flying back towards the Liberty, running 
              low on fuel and extremely tired from being in the cockpit for seventeen 
              hours.

            When they did arrive, they landed their fighters and proceeded 
              to the debriefing room.

            Stryker didn't dawdle during the debriefing and they were all dismissed 
              after twenty minutes. Most headed to their bunks and the rest proceeded 
              to the Lounge where they could relax for a few hours, have a night-cap 
              and then hit the sack, relaxing slowly until they were drowsing 
              in their lum mugs.

            Jonathan "Condor" Rees and Joel "Darklighter" 
              Phelps strode over to the bar, where Mixer was wiping a mug in his 
              mechanical limbs. They both pulled out a stool, sat down and stared 
              at the droid, who kept wiping and wiping the dry glass.

            "Mixer, why are you wiping that mug over and over?" asked 
              Condor, his face showing a perplexed expression. He couldn't see 
              any stains or dirt on, or in, the mug.

            "Merely testing the latest program I've downloaded from the 
              Alliance database. It makes me act more human by being distracted 
              every now and then. My programming suggested that a good way to 
              try this out was to be redundant in wiping a mug when someone would 
              enter the bar. Clearly, it worked." answered the droid, setting 
              the mug on a shelf behind him.

            Both pilots chuckled.

            "Now, what may I serve you?" inquired Mixer.

            "A Corellian Aftershock for me, of course," said the 
              Corsair pilot, smiling.

            Joel slapped his hand hard down on the table and flicked a credit 
              chit towards the droid.

            "Make mine a Stawberry Twist. I need something to twirl my 
              guts around."

            The droid nodded and bent down to his task as the doors to the 
              Lounge swished open.

            Three men walked in, one of them waving his hands around in a recreation 
              of the small skirmish that had occurred while eliminating the comm 
              sat. Marc "Prowler" Desrosiers was drawing intricate patterns 
              in the air, all while adding sound effects to the mix. Tony "Kid" 
              Marco laughed as Prowler botched the sound of a TIE exploding and 
              pointed it out to him by doing it himself. Michael "Vidster" 
              Videlka was the last to clear the door, smiling as the bomber pilot 
              kept on making crappy sound effects. 

            The three walked to the bar and ordered their respective favorite 
              drinks, all while talking with Condor and Darklighter.

            The five pilots then moved to a trio of couches made of nerf-leather 
              and sat down with a new drink in their hands, the first one having 
              been drained quickly.

            For the next half-hour they discussed about what had happened during 
              the last mission, where they believed the Liberty might be 
              ordered to next and several other duty-related subjects.

            Finally, they ran out of words and dead silence fell over them.

            They all sipped their refreshments for two minutes or so before 
              Kid suggested one of them regale the others with a tale of high 
              adventure, based upon a youth full of trouble.

            They all turned towards Prowler, who'd thrown his head back to 
              finish his snifter of Corellian whiskey. When he lowered his head, 
              he saw four pairs of eyes staring him as if he was a ghost.

            "What! What did I do?" he asked, his expression incredulous.

            Vidster smiled.

             "I think you've been elected as the one that will be using 
              his tongue the most this evening."

            "Awww nuts!"

            They all laughed.

            Prowler mulled over his story selection for a moment, then nodded.

            "Fine. I think a tale of my times at the CAA will keep you 
              content for a while, " said the Cardooinian. The others leaned 
              forward in anticipation.

             Prowler smiled, "And so the tale begins. I think an appropriate 
              title for this would be A New Hell."

             

            Five years ago, my family's business, RobbTek Woods - a 
              wood manufacturing company that exported, primarily, Fijisi wood 
              - finally hit paydirt. Fijisi wood became popular as a material 
              to decorate residence interiors all over the Corporate Sector. Millions 
              of credits started coming in under the form of orders and share 
              purchases of my parents company. 

            In short, we were rich. My parents rapidly purchased a Empress-class 
              residence station and we moved there, isolating me from my friends 
              that still lived on the surface of the planet.

             Of course, I quickly got over losing all of my friends, being 
              engrossed by the four starfighters my uncles and cousins used to 
              defend the platform. We had one Z-95, two Y-wings and an old TIE 
              Bomber that had been refitted with medium-grade shields.

            I spent all of my time in that hangar, staring out dreamily into 
              space and thinking about flying. I also spent hundreds of hours 
              in the flight simulator we had, and turned out to be a fair pilot 
              for my age.

            At that point, my parents decided that I should attend the Cardooine 
              Armed Forces Academy and then the CAA, where I could develop the 
              talent of flying that I'd had since I was a child and take a spot 
              in the Cardooine Aerospace Force. I protested, of course, insinuating 
              that private lessons would be just as good as going to some dumb 
              academy. But in the end, I was shipped out to the dreaded place 
              and registered as Trainee Desrosiers.

            The first month, the preliminary training period, was hell. That's 
              the period where they make sure you're in good enough shape to survive 
              the two years at the Academy by making you run, swim and run some 
              more, all while drill instructors are bellowing into your ears, 
              urging you to go faster. They get you up at four a.m., make you 
              run ten miles and do one hundred push&sits and then let you 
              eat for a half-hour. Right after that, they toss you into the one 
              hundred meter long pool, tie a 20-kg floating weight to each of 
              your legs and make you swim thirty laps. Lunch is right after that, 
              usually made of a concrete-looking gruel with bread. Water and milk 
              are the only available drinks. You still and always have only a 
              half-hour to eat. Skills time comes right after that. They train 
              you in basic hand-to-hand techniques, as well as how to use a normal 
              blaster. Specific training comes after the orientation-selection 
              period of one month.

            Needless to say, my opinion of the CAFA went from low to beyond 
              exponentially-low in that short period of time.

            Eventually the month passed and I was transferred to the CAA. I 
              chose fighter pilot training, on-the-spot re-wiring skills and unarmed 
              combat as my three training classes and was glad that I had succeeded 
              in getting into the fighter training group.

            Training at the CAA takes on the form of four-member groups. Each 
              group gets a result at the end of their training and each member 
              of the group must have worked hard to get a good result. I was paired 
              up with three guys from the northern continent of Cardooine, Sverige. 
            

            Markus "Mach" Lindgren was a short man, talented in piloting 
              and ground missions and a good tactical analyst. While rarely talkative 
              in public, he became my flight partner and always had something 
              to say over the airwaves. More often than anything, they were puns 
              aimed at me and my ego.

            Christoffer "Chrizze" Bengtsson was a medium height athlete, 
              a good pilot with excellent sniper and infiltration skills. He and 
              I trained at soccer together, during our free time. We'd spend two 
              hours or so per day running across the one hundred meter field, 
              kicking the ball at each other with ferocious speed.

            Erik "Cloud" Lindh was an average height man, excellent 
              shuttle pilot and demolitions man. He also was a fairly good slicer, 
              which he and I complained a bit about when he pulled a stunt on 
              me. He'd had my clothes delivery back-ordered for a pink training 
              suit.

            We were put together as a team and told that only teamwork would 
              get us through this course, and that to beat it with high scores, 
              we'd all have to make sacrifices.

            Damn, were those instructors right.

            Our first few months together were rough, as we always had different 
              opinions as to how to resolve and complete our projects and never 
              succeeded in settling on one thing. 

            More than once, we fought over our opinions. But I beat each one 
              of them up only once when it came to dealing with our fists, as 
              they would have to be taken to the infirmary to have their broken 
              bones mended. After all, I was the one that was taking unarmed combat 
              training everyday.

            The fact that my tone was often scornful when dealing with the 
              training officers of the academy didn't help, of course. My team 
              partners often yelled at me about that. More than once, we all got 
              to do the "disciplinary" bit, which involves cleaning 
              the latrines for the whole dorm. 

            In short, we were at the bottom of our class for the first year, 
              never had any special duties, not the fun ones anyway, and never 
              had permission slips to head to the town for an evening.

            We nearly flunked out and it was only when my father, mother, uncles, 
              aunts, cousins and sister came over to the academy to tell me how 
              ashamed they were of me that I realized I was being foolish, childish 
              and totally unfair to my teammates.

            I had no right to make them fail at what was their dream and that 
              I was no better than a bucket of Hutt drool while acting like this.

            At that point, I took myself in hand.

             

            Prowler stopped talking, scooped up his snifter, twirled the drink 
              in it a little and then gulped it down, very, very slowly.

            The other four were staring at him impatiently.

            He smiled evilly, "I gather you want some more?" he asked.

            They all nodded with big grins on their faces.

            "Well fine. I'll continue this story?" 

            The others clapped their hands together and settled back in their 
              seats in anticipation.

            "Tomorrow," said Prowler, lifting his hands for silence.

            A chorus of groans and complaints slammed him full in the face.

            "Come on, man. Don't let us hang by a thread here.." 
              said Condor, his voice a plea.

            Prowler shook his head, "Sorry guys, I'm falling asleep as 
              it is and I'm on the second sprint duty group tomorrow morning and 
              then I'm going to be flying recon with Bulldog during the afternoon."

            Vidster nodded, "Alright. We'll let you go for now. But beware, 
              if you do not keep your word, the D.I.R.T. will grab you by the 
              scruff of the neck and bring you here so that you tell us the rest 
              of this story."

            Prowler threw him a mock salute and said, "Aye, aye, sir. 
              Will do."

            At that, the five pilots got up, drained their drinks and headed 
              out of the Lounge towards their quarters for some much-needed rest.

            The story would have to wait another day.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Cardooine Aerospace Academy: Tale 2

            Landing his B-wing in the CRS Liberty's main hangar, Prowler flicked 
              his engines to standby, his repulsorlifts to full power and slowly 
              settled the fighter on the hangar deck where the technician had 
              been signaling him. He popped the fighter's canopy open and clambered 
              down the ladder, his legs stiff from remaining motionless for several 
              hours. The recon run with Bulldog had turned up nothing, just another 
              six hours of quiet and boring travel through empty space. 

            He headed to the Lounge to relax and have a drink before crashing 
              into his quarters. He cleared the threshold between the corridor 
              and the Lounge a few minutes later and was greeted all around by 
              ten pilots or so. What the hell?! 

             Then he remembered something and felt like slapping himself across 
              the head for forgetting that he would be continuing the story he'd 
              started the previous night. 

             Lots of' pilots here tonight. Guess that yesterday's audience 
              blabbered about my story, he thought, as he walked to the bar, ordering 
              a mug of lum instead of rye whiskey. His throat was dry and in need 
              of moisture, plus the fact that he knew this tale was going to take 
              a while. He was also very thirsty. Mixer handed him his drink and 
              he took a long pull at it, letting the icy-cold fermented brew soothe 
              his dehydrated entrails. He then turned around, smiled theatrically 
              to Condor, Darklighter, Kid and Vids and then turned to the new 
              group of interested listeners: Bulldog, Kallysto, Animal, Hellcat 
              and Syntax. Huh? Syntax? What's he doing here? 

             "Um, Syntax, why are you here? You're a droid," he asked, perplexed. 
            

             "How perceptive of you to notice," answered the droid, in his 
              closest approximation of a sarcastic tone of voice. The others chuckled. 
              "But to answer your question, I'm here to assimilate data on my 
              flight partners. My programming always suggests that knowing your 
              surroundings is a good way to be 'comfortable' in them. You don't 
              mind my being here, I hope?" 

            Prowler shook his head slightly, "No. Stay. Please. The more that 
              are here now, the less I will have to repeat my story tomorrow." 
              The droid nodded and sat down. 

             Prowler set himself and said, "Gentlemen. What I am about to tell 
              you is part of my past, a past that I try as often as possible to 
              forget, as it brings back dreaded memories. While I will never truly 
              forget them, I will temporarily ignore them while with you, fighting 
              against the Empire and for freedom. So, for this evening, I am sharing 
              with you my past and would appreciate you paying much attention 
              to my story so that I do not have to repeat myself many times over." 
            

             The ten pilots seated around him nodded in silence. 

             Prowler grabbed a self-conforming seating-pouch and plopped himself 
              into it and took a deep breath. "I believe I will name the second 
              part of this tale: Challenges." 

             The visit of my family made me completely reorganize my train 
              of thought and my values in life. So far, loyalty and trust had 
              never hit me "smack on" in the face, due to the fact that I was 
              extremely interested in the commercial spying side of my parents 
              business. (Spies should never really be trusted. Just look at Imperial 
              Agent 00-Imp.) 

             But when I realized that all I was doing was being a childish 
              brat and throwing away something much more valuable than money or 
              commercial value, friendship and life experience, I looked inside 
              myself and almost barfed. It was time for a change, a major change. 
            

             From that point on I radically altered my social behavior. My 
              tone of voice with my superiors was no longer scornful, but filled 
              with respect, as I realized with my new views that the experience 
              and knowledge these men and women had to offer could save my life 
              - and has, very often. My assignments were given back on time and 
              I became respectful with my comrades, compromising when our opinions 
              didn't coincide. 

             My teammates couldn't believe how I had changed and soon we became, 
              quite definitely, the best friends one could have. Real, genuine 
              compadres. Our team scores rose far beyond what we had ever hoped 
              for and teamwork became a natural stance for us. We did everything 
              together; as the training instructors told us we'd have to. 

             It had been a year and a half that I was at the academy and soon 
              came the time for a real, live-fire combat session against the other 
              teams at the academy. 

             Around forty teams of men and women, including ours, were sent 
              out into the great tropical forest that covered a quarter of the 
              equatorial continent. We were given a blaster power-pack belt, a 
              blaster carbine permanently locked on "stun", a blaster with the 
              same, protein-boosted rations for a day and other survival equipment. 
            

             Our goal was to make our way to a secret air base, conveniently 
              located somewhere in the middle of the forest, to survive our way 
              there without getting stunned by another team, which would result 
              in our elimination from the tournament, then get to the fighters 
              there and then proceed to accomplish a mission in those fighters, 
              which would be specified to us once inside the secret air base. 
            

             Believe me when I say my teammates and I prepared for this exercise. 
              We trained like nutcases for two months prior to the start of the 
              mission. We reviewed ground tactics by the ton, put them into practice 
              against our training officers in the field and survived, pretty 
              much, two-thirds of the time. We also started tactical situation 
              analysis, to be able to modify our plans at any given time during 
              a mission, if a crisis arose. 

             We advanced our scouting and reconnaissance techniques and practiced 
              all of our combat skills until our own physical restrictions made 
              us stop. 

             And soon enough, the day came. 

             Dawn that day was wet and foggy, as it seems to be on every single 
              day that is really important in life. 

             A personnel carrier flew us and fifty other teams up to an altitude 
              of 6000 feet over the forest, where we jumped off in repulsorlift 
              parachutes, one team at a time. 

             Soon, my team's turn to jump came and I ran out the rear hatch 
              of the craft. The void tugged at me as I plummeted for the ground 
              below. At the preset altitude, the parachute opened, breaking my 
              descent in a sharp tug and slowly I sailed towards the surface. 
              A few minutes later, my team and I were quickly eliminating any 
              traces of our landing in the woods nearby. We cut out our parachutes 
              and folded them up to use as blankets or as a short-notice roof. 
              We then used our SatPos (Satellite Positioning) units to make our 
              way across the planned intervals we'd given ourselves, reducing 
              our distance to the base by twenty-four kilometers. I distinctly 
              recall thinking, Only another 95 km left, a joyride. 

             For those of you that do not know me well, I confess that sarcasm 
              is always evident in my voice. 

             Our instructors had told us that the first day or so would be 
              calm, as the forty teams would each be starting off from where they 
              had landed. It would be when we all reached the twenty-five kilometer 
              radius perimeter that surrounded the airbase that all hell would 
              break loose. 

             Again, they were right. 

             The next two days were calm, punctuated occasionally by a spike 
              of fear and adrenaline as a hunting carnivore would jet past us, 
              hot on the tail of a keffa, the local small, yet swiftly quick, 
              herbivore. We fed on keffa beast, hunting them with our knives, 
              as a stun-blast is much to imprecise to shoot down a small and nimble 
              creature. They're actually very good, when you can find a decent 
              chunk of meat through their bony bodies. 

             We could, of course, have eaten our protein-boosted rations on 
              the first day, but we decided against it, keeping our most nutritious 
              bit of food for the last day of the exercise. 

             The fourth day was when the action started. 

             We saw another team run by on the opposite side of a mountain 
              ridge, as they jogged quickly to the bottom of the hill. Somehow, 
              they hadn't noticed us. I've always though it was because of the 
              sun that was behind us, even though we were in a great forest. 

             We followed them for two kilometers or so, right until they stopped 
              at the edge of a river, where they were probably going to refill 
              their gourds. Mach and I climbed up in a huge tree, making our way 
              above them for a clear head shot, while Chrizze and Cloud crawled 
              along the ground to circle them. It took exactly six stun shots 
              to knock them down and one more to still the person that was twitching. 
            

             We then signaled the supervising pickup crafts to come and grab 
              the silent team. They arrived fifteen minutes later, took their 
              four new passengers and told us that we could take what we needed 
              of their equipment. We appropriated the remaining foodstuffs they 
              had and a few blaster power packs. They then took off as if they 
              hadn't been there, leaving us to continue the exercise. 

             We kept on going for the day, more cautious then than ever before, 
              as the encounter with the other team had alerted us to the action 
              to come. 

             We heard several blaster fights going on for the next day. They 
              were at a fair distance, obviously, as we had to strain to hear 
              them clearly. We avoided them as best we could, but eventually our 
              luck came up short and another team ambushed us. Blue flares of 
              coherent energy erupted from carbine nozzles all around us; the 
              only warning we would get. 

             Incidentally, all four of the members of our team had developed 
              a rather bizarre technique to circumvent the effect of being knocked 
              to the ground by a stun shot. It involves developing the reflex 
              of jumping into the air as soon as you hear or see the shot being 
              fired. More often than anything, the stun shot will hit you lower 
              on the body than the attacker would believe, therefore avoiding 
              a knockout shot to the head or the torso. While you're legs might 
              be suddenly asleep, you can still move and you are still conscious. 
            

             What happened was that we fell to the ground as if the other team 
              had knocked us out, but when they approached us to contact the transport, 
              we stunned them. The personnel transport arrived to pick them up 
              and then we took off, now within twenty-five kilometers of the airbase. 
            

             Somehow, we made our way to the airbase without any further encounters 
              with other teams. We were exhausted beyond our belief and the five 
              hours of sleep offered to us by the personnel on the base before 
              we'd be given our briefing for the mission were accepted with gratitude. 
            

             On a side note: of the forty teams that were launched into the 
              woods, eleven successfully made their way to the air base. We were 
              the fourth team to arrive. 

             I awoke from the two hours of sleep feeling groggy and terribly 
              sloth-like. But two glasses of juri-juice and a body filled with 
              adrenaline later, I was pepped up and ready for anything the CAA's 
              roughnecks could throw at me, and so we're my comrades. 

             Prowler lowered his head silently and inhaled a deep, calming 
              breath. He looked up a few seconds later, his eyes shining in the 
              dark room, their rims a crimson color. He nodded once and said, 
              "So far, this tale is just the recounting of my youth and there 
              are no reasons for me to be 'leaking from the eyes'." He shook his 
              head, "But that part will come soon, you'll see." 

             The other all leaned back in their seats and stared at him as 
              he cleared his throat. 

             "I think you've heard enough for tonight, my friends, and that 
              you've had a bit too much to drink, " he added with a smirk. 

             "Naw, that just ain't true," slurred Condor, his voice thick with 
              the effects of alcohol, "I'm still gud t' go fer sum more." 

             The pilots all laughed as Prowler said, "Perhaps, but your attention 
              is always divided at this point in the night. I think I'll pursue 
              the story during our next free evening." 

             Condor shrugged, "Suit 'urself, but I wuz havin' a jolly gud time." 
            

             At that, the pilots all stumbled out of the Lounge, on the verge 
              of being roaring drunk and stumbling constantly, ready to let dreams 
              roam their minds for a few hours. 

            
 
             

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Cardooine Aerospace Academy: Tale 3

            The continuation of Prowler's tale was set back by several events.

            An evening after the end of his regaling the others with the lore 
              of his youth, the Liberty was put on high-alert status when 
              a defection mission went afoul, eliminating any downtime for the 
              pilots.The defector turned out to be an Imperial spy, attempting 
              to lure the Calamari cruiser into a trap meant to eliminate it, 
              or even worse, put it into the hands of the Imperials.

            However, by luck, a reconnaissance flight from Corsair Squadron, 
              as well as technicians monitoring communication frequencies, permitted 
              the Rebel group to detect an increase in Imperial activity throughout 
              the area.Admiral Ra'kaat seriously considered this data and entered 
              the meeting point the defector had set with the M/FRG Honor Bound 
              as backup and had ordered the FRG Regis to be en-route to 
              the defection point. 

            Simply enough, the Imp's weren't ready.

            When the Liberty arrived, the Imp defector was waiting for 
              them, but so were a few of his buddies: the Imperial II-class 
              Star Destroyer Fire Gale, the Victory-class Star Destroyer 
              Ferocious, the Interdictor Cosmic Grasp and two Corellian 
              Corvettes named 211-A and 211-B. All that plus the nine squadrons 
              of TIEs onboard the capital ships.

            While such a battle group would without doubt eliminate any Calamari 
              cruiser on its own, this group did not expect reinforcements. The 
              presence of the Interdictor also prevented any of the Rebel forces 
              to withdraw prematurely, but an Interdictor can be quickly dispatched.

            The Honor Bound arrived a few instants after the Liberty, 
              heading for the Cosmic Grasp in a matter of minutes.Five 
              minutes after that, the Regis arrived and assisted the Honor 
              Bound, making a flank attack against the Interdictor.

            The five squadrons on the Rebel side made short work of the unprepared 
              Imperial pilots and then started bombardment runs against the two 
              Star Destroyers.

            Five squadrons worth of explosive projectiles will single-handedly 
              take down almost any capital ship, but the total annihilation of 
              the enemy Star Destroyers was not the Rebel pilots goal that day, 
              only the destruction of one of them was.

            The Fire Gale was targeted first by a wave of dual torpedo 
              shots, making it the target of one hundred and twenty projectiles.The 
              shields all over the massive triangular ship collapsed under the 
              onslaught of destructive energy, leaving its fragile hull to be 
              fragmented into artificial asteroids. 

            The Interdictor had, by then, been so badly damaged that it was 
              no longer working under its own power; it hung in space, being carried 
              away by the multiple tractor beams of the two Nebulon-B frigates.

            The area was now open to hyperspace travel.The captain of the Ferocious 
              didn't ask for more, jumping out of the system as soon as the gravitational 
              shadow went offline The two corvettes followed him out.

            The ambush hadn't exactly gone according to Imperial plans.

            A few dozen tugs were launched from the Rebel capital ships to 
              salvage a few important parts onboard the Interdictor: primary power 
              grid cells, computer cores, hyperdrive motivators and some valuable 
              gravity-well projectors.In a matter of two hours, almost all of 
              the Interdictor's vital parts had been recuperated, allowing the 
              Rebels to head away.

            They had then jumped out of the system and requested further orders 
              from High Command.

            Direct orders for the Liberty taskforce were to rendezvous 
              with the CRS Independence on the edges of the Hermyide System 
              and proceed as escort to the Independence until they reached 
              the Rebel Kothlis-II base, which would take a week or so.

            The personnel of the winged Calamari cruiser stayed on high status 
              until the second day of the hyperspace jump, to be prepared toward 
              the eventuality of being pulled into realspace by an Interdictor.

            On the third day, the pilots of the Renegade Wing were now allowed 
              onto relaxed duty status and had much more free time on their hands.

            That evening, they all met in the Lounge and quickly enough, Prowler 
              was herded into a corner and being insisted upon to continue his 
              tale.

            Being heavily pressed to start, he took delectable pleasure in 
              making them wait by taking a pose of indecision to what refreshment 
              he would be consuming that evening.

            To shorten up the waiting period, the pilots of the wing came to 
              a single proposition: stamp their feet on the floor and yell until 
              Prowler started.

            And so they stomped and hollered.

            Over the next five minutes, two dozen complaints that referred 
              to a 'chaotic stampede of blithering hellish idiots' were sent to 
              the bridge of the ship and quickly enough, Ra'kaat commed the Lounge. 
            

            Yells and stomps blasted over the audio system until Ra'kaat pressed 
              the 'shriek' button and selected it for the 'Lounge area' only.

            A high-pitched wail, in a frequency soundless to the Mon Calamari 
              hearing system, blared through the speakers in the Lounge, prompting 
              all of the pilots to jump up in pain and cover their ears.Curses 
              were shouted in several dozen languages as the pilots swore at the 
              blasted fool who had just made their eardrums pop.

            The wail stopped.

            'to all personnel currently within the pilot's Lounge: 
              ATTENTION! shouted Ra'kaat, in a surprisingly strong voice.

            All the pilots jumped up and stood crisply in a precise salute.

            'All of you will cease whatever it is you are doing, else I will 
              have the Lounge closed down for the remainder of this tour of duty! 
              Is that clear?' continued the Admiral.

            'Understood, sir.' Stryker said.

            'On another note, what is it exactly that has prompted you fighter 
              jocks to make such a ruckus?' asked the Calamari Admiral.

            Stryker hesitated for a moment, 'Um, one of my pilots, sir, is, well, 
              should be reciting a tale of his youth, as is custom in the Lounge 
              when we have free time. We were trying to get him to start in a more 
              rapid fashion.'

            Stryker believed he heard the Admiral chuckling.'I see. Well now, 
              keep at it, but my warning still stands. Good evening, people.' Stryker's 
              shoulders sagged in relief as the comm clicked off.

            He then turned towards Prowler, who had the widest grin his mouth 
              could allow him to make beaming away.

            Stryker pointed towards a chair and said, 'sit, man! And get going!'

            Prowler practically ran towards the seat and then smiled.'Enough 
              torture already. Let me finish this story so that you are all satisfied 
              and that we may all sleep in a blissful comatose state.'

            Prowler sat and a somber and dour look came over his face.'Only 
              one name can be chosen for the conclusion of this tale: Grievances.

            The briefing given to my team was short, concise and decidedly 
              meant to be that.Our main objective was to head with our Y-wings 
              to the primary moon of Cardooine and jump to the rim of the system 
              to assist in the assault against a 'pirate' group.

            My flight rose up through the atmosphere of Cardooine, leaving 
              blazing trails of fire behind us.We formed up with the forty other 
              trainee pilots that had successfully made their way to the base.A 
              few minutes later, the forty-four Y-wings jumped to the rim of the 
              system and began the combat exercise.

            When we dropped out of hyperspace, the area erupted into a shining 
              lightshow of electrical fire.Ion mines surrounded us and started 
              taking our group out with pinpoint accuracy.Three Y-wings were disabled 
              in the first two seconds, before we managed to react.

            However, standard combat tactics to use when entering a live-fire 
              area is to perform evasive maneuvers, which we did.The remaining 
              Y-wings, including me, either climbed or dove, to port or starboard, 
              in an attempt to evade the mines unerring accuracy.

            Sensor data given to me by the astromech located behind me told 
              me that there were 250 ion mines surrounding us in a sphere-pattern 
              that had a radius of four kilometers.We all kept juking frantically, 
              but came about to eliminate the gunnery emplacements.Two more Y-wings 
              from another team were disabled while we destroyed the mines.

            We assessed our damage and concluded rapidly that we were still 
              in a good combat status and then waited for what else the mission 
              creators had left for us.

            The wide-band radio frequency came alive as a distress signal wailed 
              into our ears.'this is the convoy ASW-FE, heading to Cardooine! 
              We are under attack by a group of unknown crafts! They have disabled 
              three of our vessels so far and will probably be boarding us soon! 
              To anyone who hears this message! This is the convoy...

            Attached to the communication stream was a hyperspace vector, on 
              a heading to the outer planet of the Cardooine system, Dviii.The 
              trainee fighter group was at 0.0005 lightyears from it, a mere five 
              minutes in hyperspace travel.Without contacting our base, we all 
              decided to assist the convoy.Mere instants later, the thirty-nine 
              remaining Y-wings jumped to assist the convoy, while we left emergency 
              beacons with the disabled Y's.

            The convoy group had four still-functional freighters and they 
              were frantically evading the real pirate forces. 

            The pirate group consisted of two squadrons of R-41s and several 
              battered and used Stormtrooper transports, though after a good sensor 
              scan on them, one could see they had been modified: a medium-grade 
              turbolaser turret now protruded from the rear of the transport.

            The trainee fighters converged onto the pirate fighters in a frenzy 
              of barely coordinated flight.Two R-41s were vaporized quickly, but 
              the others avoided our lasers and came at us. They either looped 
              around in simple banking turns or performed Antillies Loops on us, 
              but either way, we stood no chance.

            Five of our Y-wings were destroyed by the missile wave they shot 
              at us.

            I remember panicking wildly as terror took over me and I nearly 
              became paralyzed right there, in my ejector seat.

            We responded by blinding them with our flare missiles (highly luminous 
              missiles meant for target practice or live training mission) and 
              then taking out another few of their fighters, but only to have 
              the transports come in at us from behind and destroy two more of 
              my wingmates.

            The remaining convoy craft jumped out of the area to safety, while 
              we kept struggling for our lives, hoping that somehow, someone might 
              actually come to our aid.

            Indeed, someone did. The actual CAF 2nd Battle Group 
              assisted us through the means of a dreadnought and the fighter squadron 
              onboard it.They ordered us on a retreat, which they would cover.They 
              didn't manage to do just that. 

            The pirates dumbfired their missiles at us, blowing another seven 
              of my comrades to smithereens.

            Mach was one of them.

            Pain, fear and rage knifed through me in a matter of instants as 
              I realized that my best friend was now gone, killed by ruthless 
              pirates that killed for money, while we killed to protect the innocent 
              that could not defend themselves.I veered off to avenge my friend, 
              yelling in incoherent madness, but Chrizze and Cloud blocked my 
              passage back to the dogfight by damaging my fighter with their ion 
              cannons.I screamed and bellowed, pummeling the control board in 
              front of me with my gloved fists. 

            I most definitely broke my fingers doing that.

            The dreadnought's tractor latched onto my fighter and brought me 
              into the hangar.

            The next month was a blur of reprimands, near court-martial experiences 
              and sympathy from friends that tried to cheer me up.I barely heard 
              any of it. I was most definitely mad. I have reviewed how I was 
              during that period of time and my state was identical to that of 
              a borderline case.I could barely see the difference between what 
              I thought what the world, within my maddened mind, and what really 
              was the world.

            I thought that Mach has just flown onto the other side of the dogfight 
              and then boarded the dreadnought after I was tractored inside. Even 
              though I realistically knew he was dead, I had convinced myself 
              that he was still alive.

            Every time anybody told me that he was dead, I ignored them and 
              told myself that they had simply not seen him in a while.

            For yet another month after that, I had several sessions with the 
              CAA shrink. Slowly he proceeded with the treatment reserved to the 
              people that had my mental illness and that allowed me to grasp the 
              reality that Mach was gone.

            I kept on visiting the shrink while completing the last month of 
              my stay at the CAA. To keep my thoughts from straying to grief, 
              I focused immensely on my studies.Final exams and tests were of 
              normal difficulty for me, as all of my free time had been spent 
              on studying and training.I aced them off with an overall average 
              of 89%, which was within the fifth percentile of results.

            Two days before the graduation ceremony that would officially name 
              my class to the status of pilots in the CAF, I received a holo-transmission 
              from my family.They were coming along by shuttle to assist the diploma 
              ceremony and visit for a few days.I rejoiced inwardly. Seeing my 
              relatives always cheered me up and I deeply needed cheering up.

            Suited up in my dress uniform and waiting with my comrades, I stood 
              at attention behind the podium upon which the head instructor was 
              expressing his pride in this year's graduates.

            So far, I hadn't seen my family, but I thought that they had perhaps 
              arrived late and we're now waiting within the crowd.In any case, 
              I was positive that they were on-planet when I went up to the podium 
              and received my CAF pilot certificate.

            When the ceremony was concluded and that I got through the crowd 
              of backslaps and congratulations from my fellows, I went searching 
              for my family.

            I never found them.

            The CAF sent out exploration parties the next day, all while I 
              chewed upon my liver in nervousness.

            The family shuttle was found four days later. It was barely recognizable, 
              as it had carbonized slightly upon entry of the atmosphere of Dviii's 
              moon.The viewports had given way in the shuttle's final dive, allowing 
              the fire to spread throughout the ship.DNA samples from the human 
              cinders revealed that it was in fact my family that was onboard.

            Two tears rolled slowly off Marc's cheeks as he stopped talking.

            His jaw tightened and his fists bunched up, showing the turmoil 
              within him.

            Sighing slightly, he allowed his physical strain to ease and said, 
              'My tale is now done. Please don't ask me about it again, anybody. 
              I can't bear to endure the pain of telling it again, else I'll probably 
              go mad again.'

            His fellow pilots murmured their agreements and he took this as 
              a good moment to leave them for the evening.

            Little conversation followed Prowler's departure.

            The pilots quickly finished their refreshments and followed the 
              bomber pilot to their own quarters for some rest.

            Prowler wished that within this rest, he'd forget about his past, 
              again.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            A Warm Welcome Back... for Jalb_k

            The Liberty floated calmly and quietly through space. A 
              single twinkle of light broke the serene calm. An A-wing exited 
              hyperspace and headed toward the Calamari Cruiser.

            "This is Liberty Flight Control Officer to Corsair One. 
              Please respond," Silk said. 

            "This is Corsair One. Requesting permission to land in docking 
              bay." 

            "Permission granted. Follow the landing lights as normal, and Jalb. 
              Welcome home." 

            Jalb smiled and replied, "Thanks Silk. It's good to be back."

            Jalb walked down the corridor to his quarters. He thought, "Boy 
              it's nice to be back."

            He keyed the door and hit the light switch. Nothing. "Sithspawn!" 
              Jalb groped around until he found his lamp. Again nothing. "Arrggghhh, 
              I leave for a few months and nothing works when I come back." After 
              a few minutes, Jalb found his flashlight, and proceeded to get ready 
              for bed.

            Jalb climbed into bed. "I missed being here," he smiled. Jalb felt 
              a slight twinge on his back. He rubbed his body on his bed to calm 
              the itch. That didn't seem to help. So he turned over on his stomach 
              and reached back to scratch it. He then felt his chest and stomach 
              starting to itch too. "Oh no!" he moaned. Jalb got out of bed and 
              reached for his flashlight, itching all the way. He shone the light 
              on the bed. "Itching powder! I'm going to get someone for this." 
              His eyes landed on something partially covered by his pillow. It 
              was a note, and it had two words on it. "Got ya!"

            After several hours of itching and scratching, Jalb finally got 
              to sleep. In the morning he headed for the lounge. Jalb took a look 
              around. He had made a mental list of the usual culprits. Out of 
              the corner of his eye he saw Hellcat, Condor, and Syntax at a table 
              together. They were all talking softly and smirking at him. "I think 
              I know who did it," he thought.

            With that thought, he headed for the bar and sat down. Motioning 
              to Mixer, he ordered his favorite drink a Sundowner and sat there 
              thinking about what he was going to do about last night. "If it 
              is those three, how can I get them? I think I'll keep my options 
              open and not act until I'm sure who it was."

            *******

            The next day

            Vidster stepped off the shuttle, into the hangar bay of the Liberty. 
              He was tired, because an annoying person happened to sit next to 
              him and talked to him the whole flight back. His leave refreshed 
              him a lot, but he still needed to catch some sleep. He headed straight 
              for his quarters. Many of the Liberty's personnel greeted 
              him as he passed, but he said nothing. He got to his door and let 
              out a sigh of relief. "Boy, I need some sleep, and this is going 
              to be the place," Vidster thought. He opened his door. To his dismay, 
              a figure was standing on the other side. It had big ears, and a 
              long snout. 

            

              "Oh no," Vidster groaned. He recognized the figure immediately. 
              The Gungan spoke. "Mesa welcomes yousa to desa Gungan Ho' Down. 
              Pleasa, staysa while and dance." 

            "God, make it disappear," Vidster said. The Gungan started to dance. 
              "Please God. I won't do anything to harm anybody if you make it 
              stop." Vidster walked in and closed his door, and the figure disappeared. 
            

            

              "Thank you," he said, relieved. He headed for his dresser to unpack 
              his luggage. He was horrified when he opened a drawer. It was filled 
              mini-Jar-Jar dolls. He closed it immediately. He decided to fix 
              that problem later. He opened his underwear drawer. His regular 
              Rogue Squadron Underwear was all gone! Instead, there were Jar-Jar 
              undies! "NOOOOOOOO!!!!!" Vidster screamed. He slammed that drawer 
              shut. "I think I will just get some sleep, and deal with the person 
              who did this later."

            Then he saw his bed, Vidster got even angrier. His Rogue Squadron 
              Pillow, custom made with "Rogue 2" was upside-down. Also, there 
              was a big lump in his bed. He walked over. There were two pictures 
              on his pillow. One showed an X-wing, with it's exterior painted 
              with Gungans. The second picture showed the interior of an X-wing 
              cockpit, and it too had Gungans inside of it, and to top it all 
              off a life-size Jar-Jar doll was sitting in the pilot's seat. "Someone 
              is gonna die if that is my X-wing!" Vidster yelled. He turned over 
              his pillow to see his familiar Rogue Squadron pillow, except it 
              had Jar-Jar's ugly face printed on it. "Someone is definitely gonna 
              die for this." Vidster said. 

            He turned his attention to his bed sheets. They were also upside 
              down as well, and Vidster was curious to see what was making the 
              bulge under the cover. He tore the cover off the bed, only to see 
              a big pile of mini-Jar-Jar dolls! And his normal cover had been 
              transformed to a picture of Jar-Jar! "WHO DID THIS? I'M GONNA KILL 
              YOU!" He yelled, with the rage swelling inside of him.

            After this he finished his cursing and yelling, Vidster heard a 
              muffled laugh and then some clanking outside his door. He broke 
              for the door instantly, and skidded to a halt outside his door. 
              Vidster saw someone in a metal suit clanking down the hall. Vidster, 
              fueled by anger, headed off in a dead run. When he was about ten 
              feet away, he jumped and tackled the person. The two ended up in 
              a pile at the end of the hall.

            Vidster turned the mysterious person over. "Whoever you are, you 
              are so dead," Vidster yelled. After he got them turned over, he 
              saw whom it was. It was Bulldog, and he was laughing uncontrollably. 
              Vidster grinned, "Just wait until you see what I have planned for 
              you." Bulldog stopped laughing after he saw the extremely evil smile 
              on Vidster's face. "Oh no," Bulldog moaned.

            *******

            About twenty-four hours later

            

            Darklighter whistled as he walked down a hall of the Liberty 
              on his way to the Lounge. As he continued, Animal, Buccaneer CO, 
              joined him. Darklighter saluted him and then the two started conversing.

            "Animal have you seen Bulldog around lately? I'm a little concerned 
              because it's not like him to disappear this long," Darklighter questioned. 
              "Well, I can't say that I have. Hey, I noticed something on my last 
              perimeter defense sweep that I'm sure the Liberty hasn't 
              had before. The Liberty was towing something. It looked to 
              me like an oversized space suit, but when I asked the comm officer 
              he said it was the new experimental towed sensor package," Animal 
              replied. "Really? When was this?" Darklighter asked. "Oh about an 
              hour ago, but the comm officer he said it was out being towed yesterday," 
              Animal said. The two continued talking and had just about reached 
              the Lounge. "Hey did you hear what happened to Jalb and Vids?" Animal 
              said. Darklighter chuckled, "I did hear about Jalb, but not Vids. 
              What happened to him?" Animal told Darklighter all about what happened 
              to Vidster. Both of them laughed the whole time. "So, did Vidster 
              tell who did it during the Command Staff meeting?" Darklighter said. 
              "No, but he said he'd taken?" Animal and Darklighter stopped walking. 
              They looked at each other. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" 
              "I think so. That is a suit, and Bulldog's in it."

            The two pilots turned and started running for the hangar.

            *******

            Earlier that day

            In the past on board the Liberty, Hellcat had had his run-ins 
              with the Ewok Security Force, and this time he wanted some revenge 
              for good. On his way to the location that they had hung him upside 
              down, he happened to pass by Gemini. "Gemini," Hellcat said with 
              a nod of his head. Although Gemini never passed Hellcat much through 
              the corridors he knew enough that with the look Hellcat had on his 
              face he was going to be up to no good, and soon. So giving a slight 
              nod of his head he turned the corner and waited for Hellcat to go 
              down a ways before following him.

            

            About 5 minutes later, Hellcat came to a location that he had noted 
              as being the place he was hung upside down. So opening his case, 
              he took out various tools and started to assemble something. In 
              the meantime, Gemini caught up and was hiding himself from Hellcat 
              while noticing all that was going on. 

            Finally recognizing the instrument Hellcat was making, Gemini decided 
              to make his move. "You're not doing something that I wouldn't be 
              doing are you Hellcat?" The immediate break in silence startled 
              Hellcat enough to make him drop his tools as he looked up at the 
              security officer. "Uhh no, just I'm working on a project." "Is that 
              so? Must be some project considering you're making a pretty high 
              tech booby trap, huh?" Knowing he had been caught, Hellcat sighed 
              heavily; he knew he would get reported, but little did Gemini know 
              that Hellcat had pre-planned his being caught.

            Taking advantage of the distance between Gemini and himself, Hellcat 
              turned on the ball of his right foot and took off in a mad dash 
              for the nearest lift. Gemini immediately took off after the Rogue 
              pilot while signaling for his special unit of Ewok officers. 

            When Hellcat had almost reached the lift to take him back up to 
              the hangar level, he saw an Ewok swoop down from above to try and 
              nail him in the face, but Hellcat quickly ducked to avoid the kick. 
              When he entered the lift, he punched in the deck that the hangar 
              was located on, as well as taking some time to catch his breath 
              again. When the lift came to a stop, the pilot started casually 
              walking down the corridor so as to not attract too much attention, 
              but the sight of Gemini and his furball friends caused him to get 
              back on the move.

            Rounding a corner, he saw Stryker and Vidster walking down the 
              corridor, and took the time to salute while in mid-stride. "Sirs!" 
              Both the CO and XO looked at each other wondering what had just 
              happened, until Gemini made his way between them. Chuckling under 
              his breath, Stryker made another small note on his datapad, "Assign 
              Hellcat to tug duty, for the fourth time this month. Ahh to be young 
              and full of all that desire to pilot tugs when you get in trouble." 
              "You'd think he's starting to enjoy the cramped up space of the 
              tug, Vince," Vidster smiled as he turned with Stryker to continue 
              back down the corridor. "Maybe so, but would he enjoy it so much 
              if we gave him some company?" At once both the men thought up one 
              name at the same time, "Condor!" "Yes, both of them have an ego 
              about the size of a rancor," Stryker said while making the notice 
              on the pad.

            

            Meanwhile, Hellcat was still running hotfooted to the hangar and 
              was now using as much energy as he could to pull away from the pack 
              behind him. Though it took some time, he was finally able to pull 
              away some to initiate his plan. Signaling Buzz on his wrist pad 
              he told the droid to make sure preparations were complete and to 
              start the plan in 10 seconds. 10 seconds later Hellcat came busting 
              into the hangar bay and immediately hid behind a stack of crates 
              next to the wall. At the same time, Buzz came down the ramp of the 
              shuttle with his dome head turned up into the shuttle compartment 
              chirping rather lude comments...almost as if he was talking to Hellcat.

            Right at that moment, Gemini and his team came into the hangar 
              and saw Buzz coming down the ramp, and only figured one thing. The 
              pilot was hiding inside. Silently walking over to the craft, he 
              started pointing fingers for the Ewoks to take position, and when 
              he finally reached the bottom of the shuttle ramp he spoke up into 
              it. "Hellcat, I thought I made it clear that these pranks were going 
              to be put to cease and not only did you try to put up a device to 
              pull a prank. You tried to do it to the Ewok Security Force. Anything 
              that you'd like to say right now?" Praying that Buzz installed the 
              radio device right, Hellcat spoke into his comm pad, "Sure! Would 
              it be all right if you and your friends down there brought me an 
              order of beef soup with a glass of water? I'm kinda hungry and thirsty 
              after all that running. You did pretty good Gem." Sure enough, Hellcat's 
              voice seemed to be coming out of the shuttle's bay, even though 
              he was behind a stack of crates. And just as he thought, Gemini 
              took what he said bitterly, "I'll give you 5 seconds to come down 
              that ramp, pilot or else." "Or else...I can go without being wrote 
              up on report?" Annoyed by this time, Gemini used hand gestures to 
              move his Ewok buddies in, and they did.

            Gemini was the last one to run up the ramp and didn't notice the 
              fact that one of the Ewoks was already on his way back down until 
              it was too late. "Now Buzz!" Hellcat shouted, and the droid sent 
              a signal to the autopilot on board the shuttle to start take off 
              procedures. During the trip that Hellcat took to get up to the hangar, 
              Buzz had programmed an irreversible autopilot program that would 
              take the shuttle to the nearest planet's orbit, where it would then 
              overload the hyperdrive circuitry causing a malfunction that could 
              only be repaired on board the Liberty. To add to that program, 
              the R2 unit also programmed a voice program that would ask for clearance 
              to take off, and that it did. Hellcat smiled as he saw the shuttle 
              exit the hangar and off into space. 

            "Well that takes care of that, Ewoks and all," Hellcat got up brushing 
              his knees and whistling as the loud speaker came on. "Hellcat and 
              Condor, please report to Colonel Rambo's office at once." Dropping 
              his head down, Hellcat knew what this was going to be about, but 
              it wasn't the fact that he was going to get tug duty that he dropped 
              his head. It was the fact that he'll probably get paired up with 
              Condor was why he did. 

            *******

            Gemini and the Ewok Security Force sat in the shuttle as it took 
              off through space, at first a little upset. However, they quickly 
              got over it as they realized that they had not been acting like 
              themselves, as only amateurs would charge straight into a prepped 
              shuttle sitting in the middle of a hangar with no proof that anyone 
              was on it. Although Gemini personally held little value in the Force, 
              the Ewoks were quick to explain that the only reason they could 
              have made such a rookie mistake was if the Force had modified their 
              thinking to get them on the shuttle for some reason. Therefore, 
              there must be some good to come of the situation.

            

            Thinking for a few seconds, it suddenly hit Gemini. When he had 
              crossed paths with Hellcat, he had been on his way back to his office 
              to complete a large mound of paperwork. Now that he had a little 
              impromptu vacation, no one could possibly expect him to complete 
              it, now. He let the Ewoks in on this, and a big cheer went through 
              the craft.

            Examining the craft in a cheery state of mind, Gemini realized 
              that Hellcat had forgotten to disable the communications array. 
              Thinking about this, Gemini suddenly realized that Hellcat had forgotten 
              one very important fact about the Ewoks on the Liberty. They 
              were rich (NB: In case you do not remember, Paladin made a post 
              awhile ago about how the Ewok's luck and sound investment strategy 
              made them incredibly rich). Their money had grown so much that they 
              had decided on purchasing their own ship, so that they could dispatch 
              Ewok crews across the galaxy to attack Gungans and any other species 
              that tried to corner the market on adorable, sci-fi kiddy toys, 
              and also so they had a place to hang out during their shore leave.

            They purchased themselves a top of the line Star Destroyer, redesigned 
              the interior into a grand pleasure ship, better than anything even 
              the Mon Calamari had come up with. They christened her the ESD Starcruiser, 
              and the ship was currently following the Liberty around.

            

              With a few quick taps on the comm equipment, Gemini had the Ewok 
              captain of the ship on screen, and he was assured that the Starcruiser 
              would pick them up within a half an hour. Gemini relayed this even 
              better news to the Ewoks in the shuttle, and the small craft erupted 
              into a party. The Ewoks all pulled various delicious alcoholic beverages 
              out of the patches where they kept them hidden just in case of the 
              spontaneous parties that Ewoks have been known to throw.

            As Gemini leaned back and sipped his drink, awaiting the arrival 
              of the Starcruiser, another idea hit him. Heading back to the communications 
              console, he interfaced with the Liberty security controls 
              and got into the communication systems for the maintenance tugs. 
              Hellcat was likely to get tug duty for his pranks, and Gemini would 
              make certain that he would remember this time on the tug. He quickly 
              and adroitly programmed the tug communications equipment to continuously 
              play Ewok songs at a high volume. Gemini laughed to himself as he 
              buried the commands deep in the system, so that only his super, 
              duper top-secret security password could undo it. He then also turned 
              on the same music for Hellcat's quarters using the ships internal 
              communications system. When he got back from his nice little vacation 
              on the Starcruiser, he might think about turning the music off.

            *******

            "Move over I'm flying," Hellcat pushed Condor away from the stick 
              as he positioned himself in the seat. 

            A bit annoyed, Condor fired back, "I don't think so Kitty. Your 
              flying can nearly get anyone killed!" 

            "That's because no one can handle the moves I've got!" Hellcat 
              said as he punched in the launch sequence into the tug's engines. 
            

            "Yeah sure HC, not only do you not have moves, but you also don't 
              have the brains to avoid being caught. Which reminds me, just why 
              am I doing tug duty with you?!" 

            "I was wondering that myself, I guess the boss got tired of seeing 
              you do nothing other than hit on girls in the Lounge. All I know 
              is that you are NOT taking the controls, I've flown her more times 
              than you so I get seniority over it," Hellcat said sticking his 
              nose in the air as if he just beat Condor.

            As the tug exited the hangar, Condor punched a few keys on the 
              console to bring up mission duties the two pilots would be doing 
              in the tug. "Hey hey hey! First assignment is to dock with the Freighter 
              Mas, fix their hyperdrive, and move onto our next assignment, but 
              look what's on board the boat," Condor pointed at the screen while 
              turning his head with a smile fixed on his face. 

            Taking one glance at it, Hellcat noticed it was being used as casino 
              vessel, and where there was a casino there was bound to be, "WOMEN!" 
              Both pilots shouted out with enthusiasm in their voices. Before 
              Hellcat could push the throttle full forward, Condor had already 
              taken the liberty to do so for him, so the tug made its way to repair 
              the freighter.

            However, a message came over the comm from Colonel Rambo, "Guys, 
              you will refrain from docking with the freighter, we've already 
              got a ship heading out there to do the duty." The message ended 
              with a slight chuckle. Hearing Stryker laugh at the end of message 
              only meant that he had overheard the conversation going on in the 
              cabin of the tug. 

            "Great job Condor, you could have made sure the communications 
              system was not keyed on during our conversation!" 

            "Hey don't even go there, Kitty, you're the one sitting by the 
              comm system, duh." 

            Hellcat frowned knowing that Condor was right, "Well whatever, 
              what's the next assignment." Just then the onboard speaker system 
              came to life, blaring out loud music that neither of the pilots 
              could recognize just yet. Trying to key in numerous commands, Hellcat 
              tried to shut the speaker system down but to no avail. The music 
              being played was of Ewok origin and the Rogue pilot could only think 
              of one person that would do such a devilish act, Gemini.

            By now, Hellcat was wondering how much worse his day could get, 
              first being assigned to tug duty with Condor, now this? What next? 
              The comm chirped again. This time it was not Stryker. 

            "Hellcat is that you?" Darklighter called over the comm. 

            "Yes, it is, and Condor is with me, and to top it all off, we have 
              Ewok music blaring over the comm system," Hellcat said with chagrin. 
            

            "Well I need you to add something to your list of assignments. 
              You see that thing the Liberty is towing? Animal and I think 
              that's Bulldog in a suit. Could you drop by and find out and if 
              it is, bring him in," Darklighter asked.

            "You're kidding right?" Hellcat answered back. 

            "I'm afraid not. You hear what happened to Vidster. Well, I think 
              Bulldog did it, and you know Vids would be that mean and do that 
              to him," Darklighter said. 

            "Darklighter is right. Vids would do that," Condor replied. 

            Hellcat then called back, "If Vids did it, I'm not sure I want 
              to go get him. How long has that been out there?" 

            "A day, Hellcat. I'll take care of Vidster," Animal said. 

            "Ok," the tug pilot said, "Since it's your head on the line."

            An hour passed, the two pilots finally managed to finish their 
              duties, even with the loud music playing. They also made it back 
              to the Liberty in one piece. They also brought Bulldog in 
              from behind the Liberty. Bulldog said that he would make 
              it up to them later. When they got out of the tug, Condor pushed 
              Hellcat aside and walked off to his quarters. Hellcat knew why his 
              friend pushed him aside and could only agree that he would have 
              done the same thing. However, he was glad to be back on board where 
              there was, finally, no Ewok music playing. So he decided to take 
              a break from everything and get some rest before having flight duty 
              tomorrow at 0600. 

            On his way to his quarters, Hellcat passed by Vidster, and noticed 
              the XO trying to withhold the laugh he so much wanted to let out. 
              Annoyed, Hellcat, continued to look in front of him so as to try 
              and act like he didn't notice Vids, but the sudden outburst of laughter 
              as Vids walked by him made him notice all to clearly now. Sighing 
              heavily he was thankful to have finally made it to his quarters, 
              but something was different. From the outside he heard more Ewok 
              music playing and could only pray that it wasn't coming from inside 
              his very own quarters. Punching in a series of buttons, the door 
              opened, and HC was nearly thrown to the ground by the sudden loudness 
              of the music.

            Having about enough of it, Hellcat marched down to the quartermaster's 
              office, told the QM to give him his gun so he could check something 
              out. Thinking that was what the pilot was really going to do, the 
              QM handed the Rogue pilot his rifle cautiously. Taking the gun, 
              Hellcat proceeded to do an inspection of his weapon until he caught 
              the QM off guard and quickly ran back to his quarters. Raising the 
              muzzle of the rifle to the position where the loud speaker would 
              be, he pulled the trigger. Claxons blared throughout the ship, but 
              he didn't care...he was just happy that the music had stopped. The 
              only consequence to this action was that he would once again be 
              out in tug duty. 

            *******

            Bulldog walked into his quarters. He stretched. "Man, I finally 
              got rescued from being towed by the Liberty. A hot shower 
              is going to feel so good." Bulldog proceeded to get ready for his 
              hot shower. He entered the ?fresher, and stepped into the tub. He 
              reach down and turned on the water. FOOOOSH!!! To Bulldog's utter 
              amazement not water but shaving cream came out of the shower head 
              covering him in a layer of white foam. "AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!" 
              Bulldog yelled, "Someone's going to get it!" After hearing Bulldog's 
              scream, a mysterious figure chuckled and stole off to another part 
              of the ship.

            *******

            Later that evening

            Alli slowly walked down the corridor to her quarters. She had just 
              finished a supply run and in about ten minutes was going to have 
              dinner with Krayt. Alli keyed the door. As soon as she walked in 
              the door, a she got drenched by a bucket of water. Even before she 
              could get over her surprise, a bag of flour emptied on her head 
              and made her completing white.

            Meanwhile, Pika was just walking out of the kitchen area. When 
              it saw Alli covered in flour, Pika got scared. "Pika-chuuu!!!" And 
              with that Pika zapped Alli with a big electrical charge. "Ouch!!!!! 
              Pika, it's me Alli. Why'd you let someone in here and do this?" 
              Alli then saw her answer. Pika had bits of jelly and Jell-O all 
              over him. "Sithspit, someone is going to pay dearly for this." Then 
              there was a knock on the door.

            Krayt walked into AllI's quarters. "What happened?" he asked. 

            "Duh. Someone pulled a prank on me and Pika," Alli remarked. As 
              if to answer the unasked question, they heard evil laughter coming 
              from the corridor.

            Krayt bolted for the door. He looked down the hall, and saw a figure 
              slip around the corner. Krayt ran for the corner. He turned and 
              started down the next corridor. Krayt slipped and slid most of the 
              way down the hall. "What in the world is the floor covered with? 
              It seems like some kind of oil." As Krayt tried to get up, an arm 
              came swinging around the corner holding a bag. Krayt brought his 
              arms up to deflect the bag but it didn't hit him. It only opened 
              and flour flew everywhere covering him and the hall.

            Laughter came echoing from the next corridor, as Krayt slipped 
              and fell trying to get up on the oil soaked floor.

            *******

            Syntax stepped from his quarters, and glanced down the hall, to 
              see Krayt get doused in flour. Syntax noted the mysterious person 
              who started running down the hall, and zoomed in his telescopic 
              photoreceptors, trying to get a better look at the prankster. However, 
              the prankster rounded a corner, and Syntax was unable to get a positive 
              ID. Syntax ducked back into his quarters, and popped open his closet. 
              Syntax reached down into the bottom of the closet, and pulled out 
              two large cans of Silly String, one red and one blue. He popped 
              open two hidden panels on the sides of his thighs, and ejected the 
              4" vibroblades in each (think the gun holsters that Robocop had), 
              then twirled the two cans of Silly String, and locked them into 
              the compartments on his legs. The compartments closed, and Syntax 
              stepped back out into the hall. "Let's get to work," he spoke to 
              himself, and engaged his thermal imager, which would allow him to 
              see residual body heat. Therefore he would be able to track this 
              prankster wherever he ran.

            Syntax jogged down the first corridor, giving Krayt a crisp salute, 
              who managed to return one, despite his predicament, and then jogged 
              down the next hall. He checked his imager and rounded a corner. 
              Syntax, then heard a chirp. He spun to his left, just as an automated 
              paintball turret let loose on his position. Syntax rolled back a 
              few feet, the rounds tracking where he had just been, before he 
              heard another chirp. Pulling off a quick 180-degree turn, Syntax 
              spun around...to find himself staring down the barrel of another 
              turret.

            

            Syntax started walking back to his quarters, a large pink paintball 
              spot right between his photoreceptors and decided to rethink his 
              plan... 

            *******

            Krayt saluted Syntax as he went by, and then Krayt slipped again. 
              Finally he was able to get up, and he headed in the direction that 
              he had see the prankster. He got around the corner, and cleaned 
              his shoes off. Then, he started running to follow Syntax. Krayt 
              reached a 'T' intersection, and saw Syntax round one of the corners. 
              Krayt headed off at top speed to catch up. He wanted to get this 
              prankster.

            Syntax was slowly backing away from the turrets. Then, all of the 
              sudden, WHAAAMMM!!!! Krayt came around the corner and ran into Syntax 
              making both of them sprawl all over the floor. The turrets pelted 
              them with numerous paintballs. Finally the turrets ran out of ammo, 
              and Syntax and Krayt dismantled them in a very violent manner.

            *******

            The next day...

            It was about 0800 hours. Hellcat was in a daze as he headed for 
              the flight deck. He was grumbling to himself about the stupid tug 
              duty with Condor. "I can't wait until someone finds out who this 
              prank puller is and when someone does, just wait see what he gets," 
              Hellcat grinned. 

            As Hellcat entered the flight deck, he saw Condor over by their 
              tug. "Hurry up Hellcat, you're going to make us both late. Besides 
              I didn't do anything. Why am I here?" Condor teased. 

            "Oh cool it, Condor. Gemini put that crappy Ewok music in my quarters 
              too. So, I got my rifle and killed the loudspeaker," Hellcat shot 
              back. 

            "So, that's what those alarms were," Condor laughed.

            They got the hatch for the tug open. "I hope we don't have too 
              many more of these flights," Condor said. 

            "I totally agree," Hellcat stated. After he said that, Hellcat 
              plopped down in his seat. Splat!!! A pie came and smacked him square 
              in the face. Condor burst out laughing. While he was laughing, he 
              too sat down, and surprise! He found himself also covered in a pie. 
              This time it was Hellcat's turn to laugh. After the laughing and 
              cleaning up was complete, the tug lifted off. 

            "Since we're out here and have nothing to do. Let's dream up a 
              good prank for our new prankster," Hellcat suggested. "Sounds like 
              a plan," Condor remarked.

            *******

            Rancor walked into the lounge. He looked around for the rest of 
              Buccaneer Squadron. He spotted them in the corner and headed over 
              to the table. "You're late Rancor," Animal said. "Sorry sir," Rancor 
              replied. "Now that we are all here let's get down to business.

            Just then a young ensign, carrying a pizza size box, walked up 
              to the group. "Excuse me sirs, I was told to bring this to you," 
              he said. 

            "What is it?" Animal asked. 

            "I don't know sir, but I believe it is a pizza," he replied and 
              then walked off. 

            "Well if someone wants to provide us pizza, alright!" Prowler exclaimed.

            Guardian opened the box. The box erupted with shaving cream and 
              confetti. Animal, Paladin, Prowler, Rancor, and Guardian looked 
              at each other. They were all covered in shaving cream and confetti. 
              Calmly Animal said, "New order of business, find that ensign and 
              figure out who this prankster is."

            *******

            Hellcat and Condor were still hunching over the terminals in the 
              tug, but not to fly it. "Hurry up already will you, Hellcat," Condor 
              complained. 

            "Hey this isn't easy trying to see whose id was used to open the 
              tug's hatch," Hellcat retorted. 

            "I thought you were a computer whiz," Condor snipped. 

            "There I got it, and the prankster is....what?!?" Hellcat seemed 
              puzzled. 

            "Who is it?" Condor asked. 

            "It says it's Darklighter. That little sneak? I would have never 
              thought it was him," Hellcat said.

            *******

            Prowler finally managed to track down the ensign. "Hey you," Prowler 
              said. 

            "Sir?" he replied. 

            "Who told you to give that to us?" Prowler questioned. 

            "I don't know his name, but he had blond hair, blue eyes, and was 
              wearing a Rogue Squadron patch," he said.

            "Thanks ensign. Animal," Prowler called into his comlink, "It's 
              a blond haired, blue eyed pilot in Rogue." 

            "Hmmm, if you rule out Vids that leaves Mighty and Darklighter," 
              Animal replied. Then both Animal and Prowler heard a chirp signaling 
              a third person had joined them on the line. 

            "You guys want some interesting info?" Hellcat said. 

            "Like what?" the two Buccaneer pilots asked. 

            "Like who the prankster is." Hellcat answered. Both Buccs answered 
              to the affirmative. "It's Darklighter. Condor and I are working 
              now something. Interested?" Hellcat grinned....

            *******

            Meanwhile

            Mighty was walking through the halls. He was whistling, happy as 
              usual. He rounded a corner, and he almost ran into the most beautiful 
              nurse he had ever seen. She was a human, 5' 8'', blond hair and 
              blue eyes. Mighty found himself staring. She spoke, "Ooohhh, easy 
              big boy. What is your name? Mine is Katherine." 

            Mighty replied, "M-M-my n-name is M-mighty. I am a R-r-r-rogue." 
              He managed to pull that much off, before he completely froze. 

            "Well, we might have to check out your speech problem, won't we, 
              Mighty? Why don't you take me to your quarters?" Kat said. 

            "S-s-s-s-sure, this way." Mighty started to lead the way. He looked 
              back, and the nurse was following him. He was so distracted by the 
              fact that he was going to score, that he didn't notice the astromech 
              that followed him into his room.

            The nurse looked around a bit, and then spoke, "Ok. Let me see 
              that mouth." Mighty opened his mouth, and thought she was trying 
              to hug him. He tried to hug back, closing his eyes to meet her lips. 
              He felt nothing. He saw the nurse, and her arms were around him, 
              yet he felt nothing. He was too busy trying to figure out what happened 
              when the astromech bolted out of his room, and the nurse disappeared. 
              "Sithspawn! Someone set me up!" he shouted. Around the corner, Bulldog 
              chuckled to himself. "One suspect down," he said, "Now for the other 
              suspect to pay for that shower prank." 

            Hellcat had just gotten back from his tug duty. It was long, especially 
              long because he was stuck with Condor, again, and they had stay 
              to figure out who the prankster was. All he needed was a hot shower 
              and a hot meal. He reached his quarters, opened the door, and found 
              a nice, hot meal sitting on his bunk. There was a note next to it. 
              It read: "Hey buddy. I made this for you because I know how annoying 
              that Ewok music was and being stuck with Condor two times during 
              tug duty can be [:)], so I cooked you this nice and hot meal. First 
              off, I got the meat from a contact I had on Calamari. It is some 
              kind of fish or something. Anyway, I prepared it with everything 
              in the recipe, so I hope you enjoy. Your Bud, Bulldog."

            "Alright! A free, hot meal! Thanks buddy." He took one bite, started 
              chewing, and started hating Bulldog instantly. The first sensation 
              was heat. The second however was sour and spicy put together. He 
              ran to the ?fresher, and saw a cup that was placed there. There 
              was another note by it. It read: "Hey buddy, if you find this, then 
              you know I feel bad about the fish that I stuffed with Haban'ero 
              peppers. I made a mixture of milks and stomach medicines that should 
              help you out. Sorry, Bulldog." Hellcat immediately looked at the 
              mixture. It wasn't much to look at, and he didn't trust Bulldog 
              at the moment. Hellcat decided to start gulping down water, instead. 
              It wasn't helping, and the heat was getting worse. He was desperate. 
              So, Hellcat tried the drink. It actually worked. The pain and taste 
              went away.

            

              Hellcat started to walk out of the ?fresher, then his stomach started 
              to growl, and he had the sudden urge to go back into the ?fresher. 
              His insides turned again, and he knew that he had to go. He dropped 
              his pants in an instant, and ran into the stall. He sat down... 
              Another note, sitting in plain sight on the stall door read: "Well, 
              I told you it was a mixture of milks and medicines. In this case, 
              I used Milk of Magnesia, which is both a milk and a medicine. Bulldog, 
              Corsair Six." 

            "YOU are so dead Bulldog!" HC yelled, and then felt another wave 
              coming on. Bulldog walked into the bathroom. He filled a cup with 
              water, and held it over the stall door. "Well, you have to catch 
              me first, bud" Bulldog said, as he dumped the water and ran. The 
              water missed Hellcat, and he had finished his business. He laughed 
              at the ineffectiveness of Bulldog's delaying action. Then he saw 
              the soaked hunk of toilet paper sitting in the only stall of this 
              bathroom. 

            *******

            Mighty left his quarters for he was scheduled on maintenance duty. 
              Mighty wondered who had a sick enough sense of humor to pull something 
              like that. Mighty thought, "Who would be demented enough to have 
              a droid break into my quarters and project a hologram out into the 
              hall and lead it to here?" Mighty arrived in maintenance. He looked 
              over the droid checkout list, and only one astromech had been checked 
              out within the last hour. It was to Bulldog. Mighty hit the recall 
              button on his remote, and a few minutes later, the little astromech 
              droid rolled up. Mighty then did a diagnostic of the droid's most 
              recent run programs and sure enough, Bulldog had reprogrammed its 
              hologram emitter. That was all the evidence Mighty needed, he promptly 
              called the acting security officer.

            An hour later Bulldog was arrested on charges of misappropriation 
              of Alliance resources and breaking and entering. Bulldog was confined 
              to the brig for 3 weeks. The only way that Bulldog will be set free 
              is for Mighty to drop the charges or for Bulldog's CO to bail him 
              out.

            *******

            After his ordeal in the refresher, Hellcat only wanted one thing...revenge. 
              When he exited his quarters, Hellcat bumped into Mighty who had 
              just finished his maintenance duty and returned a rather mean look, 
              "Whoa dude calm down. Not like I knew you were going to be there 
              when I came out of my quarters." It was flight duty time for both 
              him and Mighty, and both of them knew it wasn't going to be an interesting 
              flight due to what had been pulled on the two of them by Bulldog. 
            

            When the two Rogue X-wings entered the blackness of space, Hellcat 
              keyed in a private channel to Rogue Ten, "Mighty, Bulldog get you 
              too?" asking out of curiosity. 

            "Nothing I wish to talk about, but yes," Mighty stated in a stern 
              voice. 

            "Yeah he got me as well. Been brewing an idea in my head as to 
              get him back. You do know that he and Locker have patrol duty after 
              Krayt and Kid finish after us right?" 

            "Yes, Jalb bailed him out of the brig. What's on your mind evil 
              one?" 

            "Well, here's what I was figuring..."

            A few hours later the X-wings touched down on the hangar deck, 
              and both Rogues climbed out of their craft. "Mighty, get in position 
              while I grab my gear," Hellcat said as he opened the storage compartment 
              of his X-wing. After getting his slicing gear out, he joined Mighty 
              at Bulldog's A-wing, who had already opened up the propulsion system 
              and nav computer terminals. Plugging in his terminal, Hellcat went 
              to work to "reconfigure" the engine and navigational computers inside 
              Bulldog's A-wing.

            

            With time cutting short, the two Rogue's finished the job they 
              had intended to do with only seconds to spare as Bulldog and Locker 
              came strolling into the hangar bay ready for their flight duty. 
              "We're all set here HC, lets get to the ready room before Bulldog 
              sees us," Mighty whispered as he snuck his way out of the hangar 
              with Hellcat following closely behind. When the two finally arrived 
              at the ready room, they saw at least six other pilots waiting for 
              their patrol duties to start, but none with a high rank to punish 
              both the Rogue's.

            Sitting down at a table the two pilots stared intently at Hellcat's 
              computer terminal when Alli approached them. "What are you two doing 
              here? I thought ya'lls patrol was finished?" 

            "Well?umm?Hellcat was just showing me how to do a few minor slicing 
              codes to access Imperial databanks next time we're on ground ops," 
              Mighty lied. 

            "Yeah, ya can never guarantee one of the slicing experts is going 
              to be at your side at all times ya know?" Examining the looks on 
              their faces gave it away perfectly, "They're lying," Alli thought 
              to herself, but decided to leave it at that and go about her business. 
            

            When the two Rogues saw Alli walk away, they both shared a sigh 
              of relief and then turned back to the computer terminal, "What's 
              their status HC?" 

            "Bulldog's lead craft, and they're both out about 4 klicks. Shall 
              we?" Hellcat said as he positioned his finger over a button with 
              an evil grin on his face. 

            "Need you ask that Hellcat? I'm always ready, Furball!" Rogue Ten 
              slapped his buddy on the back of the head.

            "Corsair 6 to Corsair 12, how's everything going over there?" Bulldog 
              asked as he brought the nose of his fighter 45 degrees to the left. 
            

            "Can't complain here Bulldog." As the two A-wings moved towards 
              their next position, Bulldog recalled the pranks he has pulled on 
              Hellcat and Bulldog just hours ago. The moment was to be short lived, 
              however, as his craft came to an immediate stop. "Hey what gives?!" 
              Bulldog exclaimed to no one in particular. 

            "Six, is everything alright over there? Why did you stop?" Locker 
              asked as he brought his fighter around to investigate. A little 
              irritated, Bulldog started running diagnostics on his flight system 
              when all of the sudden the computer informed the Corsair that hyperspace 
              jump would commence in "5..4..3..2..1," "What the hellllll!" Bulldog 
              shouted as the craft lunged into hyperspace, only to come back out 
              a few seconds later. 

            Checking his coordinates, he realized that he had jumped 30 klicks 
              out from the Liberty. Again the A-wing started acting up 
              as it turned and stopped. "Now what?" the young pilot asked to himself. 
              And once again the A-wing did an in-system jump to the other side 
              of the Liberty.

            When it exited hyperspace, Bulldog tried to collect his thoughts 
              as to what is going on with his A-wing, but didn't get a chance 
              to relax when the nimble fighter slammed him back into the seat, 
              doing yet another in-system jump. Five minutes went by, and by now 
              the A-wing had done a total of 5 in-system jumps, dropping its fuel 
              capacity enough that he wouldn't be able to do another in-system 
              jump. Relieved, he checked his coordinates from the Liberty 
              and saw he was a mere 50 klicks out. "This is going to be a long 
              ride back home," thought Bulldog. Punching his throttle to full, 
              he sat back in his seat to wait for the fighter to arrive at the 
              Mon Cal cruiser, but something else happened. All of the sudden, 
              a buzzer in his fighter's cockpit started going off signaling his 
              number two engine was out. The A-wing started into a flat spin in 
              the direction for the Liberty as a result.

            "Well that takes care of the pest problem," Hellcat said sitting 
              back in his chair and putting his hands behind his back while shutting 
              off his terminal. "Whoa, hey Kitty, won't he be able to shut down 
              and restart his engines if you turn your equipment off?" "Nah Mighty, 
              I sent one last string of codes to not only block manual override 
              of the propulsion system, but to also re-initialize the number 2 
              engine when he gets within 1.3 klicks of the Liberty. Don't 
              worry he'll be fine...well almost fine. I'll feel sorry for the 
              tech crews that have to clean out the cockpit of his fighter. I 
              hope he didn't eat anything "chunky" this afternoon!" Getting up, 
              Hellcat grabbed his gear and said a good evening to his pal as he 
              walked back to his quarters while whistling the tune of "Whistle 
              While We Work." 

            *******

            "Ahh, Sir?" Darklighter, Rogue Twelve said as he turned to face 
              the person who had just called him. 

            "How are you Joel?" the Corsair CO said as he caught up to the 
              young Rogue. "Long time no see, what have you been up to?" Jalb_k 
              asked, the picture of innocence. 

            Darklighter took a double take at the senior officer, not quite 
              sure he had seen the malicious little twinkle in his eyes or not. 
              "Uh, not a great deal Sir. Just routine mainly, you know how it 
              is. Been hoping to avoid getting pranked, and I help saved Bulldog." 
            

            "Yes, as a matter of fact I do, I know exactly how it is Joel." 
              There was no mistaking the glint in the eyes now, the glint of a 
              predator prepared to strike. He pulled a pad out of his thigh pocket 
              and showed it to Joel. "This mean anything to ya mate?" 

            Joel looked down and saw a few brief lines on the pad and below 
              them, a still image. It was the image that caught his attention. 
              He looked back up and straight into Jalb's eyes, the first twinges 
              of uncertainty giving way to great waves of panic. Jalb smiled as 
              he noticed a bead of sweat form on the Rogue's forehead. "Mmmm, 
              takes one to catch one, eh. No problemo, just letting you know that 
              I know." Jalb smiled again and pocketed the pad. "See you around 
              Joel" he said and patted the young pilot on the shoulder. "Oh, and 
              by the way... Watch your back mate." With that Chris turned on his 
              heel and strolled away, whistling softly to himself. Darklighter 
              stood rooted to the spot watching as Corsair Leader sauntered off 
              and as Jalb turned the corner Joel was sure he heard a faint "Yes, 
              got him".

            Hellcat got the attention of the pilots in his quarters. "Ok, now 
              we know who it is. Condor and I have a great idea to get him. So, 
              let's get started shall we."

            To be Continued?

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            One for the Money

            9-LOM stepped quietly into the cantina on Commenor, glancing around 
              the room. He didn't notice much about the residents, not that there 
              was much out of the ordinary here. He walked over to a booth, noting 
              the occasional glance from the other patrons, but disregarding them. 
              People always gave him two kinds of looks: dirty ones, or hateful 
              dirty ones. This was partly because of his resemblance to a certain 
              "fellow-LOM-unit-whose-name-will-remain-anonymous." 9-LOM, unlike 
              his doppelganger, was an anti-bounty hunter. He hunted hunters, 
              acting as a courier for their targets, and generally messing up 
              their hunts. His profession had started after he evolved beyond 
              his normal mission parameters, which were that of a protocol droid, 
              and abandoned his master on Kuat, liberating a prototype B-wing 
              and an R3 unit in the process. He felt no regrets for his choices, 
              for regret was not in his programming.

            9-LOM moved over to a booth, to await his contact. A servant droid 
              rolled up to him, but he waved it away. 9-LOM ventured a glance 
              out the window, making sure his modified B-wing was still out on 
              the landing pad, with the cluster of other personal craft. He did 
              this not out of paranoia, since it was one of the few emotions he 
              actually couldn't emulate, but out of caution. Yeah, that's it, 
              caution?

            "Hey, you look just like -" spoke a nondescript human that approached 
              the booth.

            9-LOM turned his attention to the man, "No I'm not, and no I don't. 
              State your business before I scatter your atoms."

            The man shrugged, and then sat down. "I'm your contact. You wanted 
              that job on the dignitary?"

            "Ah, yes, the human from the Rebel Alliance. Give me the stats 
              so I can get to work."

            "Work? You call this work?" the man chuckled. 

            "Yes, I do," 9-LOM growled, or at least what could be classified 
              as a growl, since he was mechanical.

            "Very well, her name is Naomi Cantar. She -"

            "Wait a second?we never said anything about a woman. I do transportation 
              of wanted individuals, not babysitting."

            "Oh, you don't know this one'she can take care of herself."

            "Then she doesn't need me, does she?"

              "Well, if you had the Imperials crawling all over searching for 
              you?"

            "Keep your voice down! You honestly think I want to be associated 
              with the Rebels?"

            "Are you this rude to all your clients?"

            "Only those who piss me off."

            "Back on track'she's reportedly on Nar Shaddaa, getting information 
              for the Rebels. You are to rendezvous with her there, and transport 
              her to some moon out in an asteroid field. Cantar will give you 
              the coordinates once you pick her up."

            "You don't know where I'm taking her?"

            "Don't ask me, I just know what my employers tell me."

            "Well, I'll have to talk to your?employers about how much 
              I'm getting paid for this job?"

            Just then, an apparently-heavily-armed humanoid wearing a helmet 
              stepped into the bar. 9-LOM diverted his attention to the humanoid. 
              "Hold on a moment?opportunity knocks."

            9-LOM stood, suddenly assuming the fa?ade of a common protocol 
              droid, like his model of droids was originally built to be. 9-LOM 
              hated doing it; he found it degrading, but looking like a protocol 
              droid had saved his pseudo-life more than once. He waddled over 
              to the humanoid, and then engaged his "protocol droid" speech program.

            "Excuse me sir, are you a bounty hunter?" 9-LOM spoke in his overly 
              prissy voice.

            "Yes," spoke the hunter, in a gruff voice. "Now go find your master 
              and bring him to me"

            Upon hearing the magic words, 9-LOM reverted back to his standard 
              programming, his voice deepening, and shoulders visibly relaxing 
              as his enhanced servos kicked in. "Good, exactly what I wanted to 
              hear?"

            9-LOM spun around, unslinging his concealed DXR-6 disruptor rifle 
              in the process, then whirled around, bringing the butt of the rifle 
              up into the bounty hunter's chin. The hunter fell back, momentarily 
              stunned, but then he recovered himself, screaming something into 
              what was apparently a built-in comm unit in his helmet. From what 
              9-LOM could make out, it sounded something like "It was an ambush'send 
              in backup?"

            9-LOM turned his attention to the doorway, just in time to see 
              three more men rush into the room. Immediately, patrons began filing 
              out behind the hunters, not wanting to see any more action. Two 
              of the hunters blitzed 9-LOM, the nearer one throwing a wild punch 
              towards 9-LOM's relatively large head. 9-LOM ducked under the punch, 
              knowing it would have done no damage if it had connected anyway, 
              and brought a metal fist up into the hunter's gut. The man doubled 
              over, and 9-LOM brought an armored knee up into the man's face, 
              his head snapping back as he fell to the floor, limp. 

            The second hunter rushed towards 9-LOM, and 9-LOM swung the business 
              end of the disruptor rifle into the man's chest, then pulled the 
              trigger. 9-LOM was blown back from the blast, but his target was 
              atomized, his ashes spraying across his friend, who went berserk. 
              The original hunter ran at 9-LOM, blaster pistol in hand. 9-LOM 
              rolled to the left, out of the way of the initial shot the hunter 
              put up at him, and then rolled forward, whipping the disruptor rifle 
              out, clubbing the hunter in the side of the man's left knee. 9-LOM 
              then head butted the hunter, putting him out cold.

            9-LOM heard a rumble, and then glanced in the direction of the 
              right wall of the bar. Suddenly, it burst inward, knocking 9-LOM 
              off his feet, as a Chariot LAV floated through the new gap in the 
              wall. 9-LOM brought himself to his feet, and then leveled the aim 
              of his disruptor rifle at the Light Assault Vehicle.

            I've only got 4 shots before I've got to reload. I'd better 
              make them good, 9-LOM thought as he squeezed the trigger. A 
              green pulse shot out from the rifle, and connected with the front 
              of the LAV. The front exploded inward, blowing the viewport off. 
              9-LOM fired a second burst, catching the LAV right on the nose, 
              shutting down the repulsorlifts. The LAV went nose-first into the 
              ground, making a dent in the flooring. 9-LOM's third shot went through 
              the driver, who had been killed in the first shot, and blew a gaping 
              hole in the divider between the command center and the troop holding 
              area. 9-LOM fired off his fourth and final shots, the rifle chirping 
              to signal the clip was dry. The fourth shot went through the hole 
              in the LAV, and connected with the engine generators at the back 
              of the vehicle, igniting them. The whole LAV erupted into flame, 
              blowing apart. 9-LOM ejected his spent powerpack, and quickly locked 
              in a fresh one. He then twirled the rifle once, and slung it back 
              over his shoulder.

            The whole event took less than 60 seconds. "Gotcha," 9-LOM mumbled 
              as he walked out of the establishment.

            * * *

            

            Naomi Cantar's day had quickly gone from bad to worse. 

            What could have gotten me into this mess? She thought as 
              she ejected her spent powerpack from her rifle, and locked in a 
              new one. Oh yes, becoming a rebel agent, and then coming to Nar 
              Shaddaa, a planet controlled completely by crime, that's how.

             A blaster bolt hit the wall just above her head, and she 
              sucked down lower. Naomi had been trailing one of the leading Imperials 
              on the planet, and had witnessed him meet with one of the major 
              crimelords. Little had Naomi known, the entire meeting had been 
              a setup, and now the Imperials had her pinned down behind the bar 
              in a shady cantina. Naomi knew the Imperials could wait her out, 
              and she was easily outnumbered. Her ammunition was starting to run 
              low. She had managed to tag a handful of the troopers so far, but 
              time was running out. It was time to think of something, fast. She 
              was amazed that the troopers hadn't thought to lob a grenade her 
              way, but knowing Imperial stormtroopers, they'd probably not arm 
              it before pitching it. It was about this point that she heard the 
              voice.

            "Hey!" The voice sounded filtered, and mechanical. The room became 
              deathly quiet. Naomi ventured a glance over the top of the bar?and 
              saw a droid -- a LOM model protocol droid, holding a Czerka AM-125 
              machine pistol. "Can I join the party?"

            Naomi ducked her head back down, realizing that things had just 
              gotten much worse. That is, she thought that, until the firing started.

            

            9-LOM stepped into the cantina, seeing the troopers firing on the 
              bar, and quickly drew his machine pistol. It was custom modified, 
              and held a 100-round revolving clip, with 4 bullet types: explosive 
              tip, armor piercing, acid payload, and hollow point. It could be 
              set to fire any of the round types, or have the clip spin, in "party 
              mix" mode, chambering a random round whenever the trigger was pulled. 
              There was a laser sight mounted underneath the barrel, which came 
              on when the trigger was pulled. 9-LOM loved the machine pistol, 
              and was robotically accurate with it.

            "Hey!" he bellowed to the crowd, drawing their attention, "Can 
              I join the party?"

            At this point, the first of the troopers raised his rifle. 9-LOM 
              set the pistol to single-fire, and fired a round, which went 
              right down the barrel of the trooper's rifle, igniting the powerpack, 
              and blowing the gun up in the trooper's hands. He fell back, stunned. 
            

            9-LOM set the pistol to full automatic fire, and sprayed bullets 
              across the ranks of troopers, dropping 5 more. The stormtroopers 
              dove for cover behind some tables, trying to return fire. 9-LOM 
              hopped to the left, kicking over a table while setting the pistol 
              to fire armor piercing rounds. He snapped a leg off the table, then 
              lobbed it across the room, watching it draw the fire of the troopers. 
              9-LOM popped up, and fired a three-shot burst through the nearest 
              table. He was satisfied to hear a few yelps and screams as the bullets 
              penetrated the table. 

            9-LOM grabbed his table by two legs, bracing it, and then charged 
              at the other 3 tables. He connected, knocking the tables back onto 
              their legs, then rolled over them, landing near the troopers. He 
              stood, bringing a snap-kick to one of the troopers? chest, then 
              dropped down, sweeping another one. 9-LOM kicked their rifles away, 
              and pistol-whipped another trooper using the machine pistol. One 
              of the troopers stood up, and 9-LOM backhanded him, then kneed him 
              in the groin, dropping him to the floor again. One of the disarmed 
              troopers threw a punch in 9-LOM's general direction, and 9-LOM caught 
              his fist, flipping the trooper over onto his back. 9-LOM dodged 
              back under the table then scurried over to the bar. He looked over 
              the top, spotting Naomi.

            "Get out of here! I'll cover you!" he yelled as a few more troopers 
              stood, grabbing their blaster rifles. Naomi complied, not quite 
              sure what this droid's motives were, and sprinted for the door. 
              One of the troopers raised his rifle, taking deliberate aim at Naomi, 
              but 9-LOM was faster. He fired from the hip, the explosive round 
              hitting the trooper in the shoulder and spinning him around as he 
              fired. The trooper's shot reflected off the transparisteel window 
              of the cantina, and caught another trooper in the throat. 

            Once Naomi was clear, 9-LOM yanked a thermal detonator from the 
              belt of one of the downed troopers, and ran out of the building. 
              He saw Naomi standing there, and then primed the detonator, and 
              pitched it as hard as he could back into the cantina, hitting a 
              trooper in the helmet and knocking him back. There was an audible 
              chirp, and then silence, before the deafening explosion as the detonator 
              rocked the building. Naomi's clenched teeth chattered as the windows 
              of the building were blown outward, scattering debris. The concussion 
              wave from the blast sent 9-LOM sprawling, and rolled over one of 
              the Imperial landspeeders. 9-LOM stood, and then glanced to Naomi.

            "Come with me if you want to live," he spoke, holstering his machine 
              pistol. 

            Naomi stood there, dumbfounded, and blinked twice. "How do I know 
              you won't kill me?"

            "Because I'm paid not to. Do you want to live or not?" Naomi nodded, 
              and began to follow 9-LOM down the street, keeping her guard up 
              in case of a surprise attack.

            "Hey, aren't you -" Naomi began.

            "No, I'm not." Was 9-LOM's curt reply, cutting Naomi short. She 
              frowned a bit, but then realization played across her features.

            "Wait a sec?you're that renegade mercenary?9-LOM. The anti-bounty 
              hunter."

            "At your service."

            Naomi shook her head, chuckling a little. "Oh no'they say trouble 
              follows you like a Jawa follows a junked landspeeder. I don't want 
              anything to do with you."

            9-LOM glanced back to Naomi. "I'm being paid to protect you, and 
              escort you to a rendezvous point. Anyway, I'm the only way you're 
              going get off-planet. That is, unless you sprout wings and fly."

            "But my shuttle -"

            "Has been impounded. The Imps found it just before I got here. 
              We'll have to use my ship. It's on a landing pad on the other end 
              of the city. To get there, however, we'll have to pass through the 
              local Imperial garrison. Unfortunately, my ship got impounded just 
              after I landed. I had to gun my way out the back door."

            "Great?just great."

            

            * * *

            About 20 minutes later, they reached a large bunker, clearly of 
              Imperial design.

            "Now what?" spoke Naomi, glancing around at the bunker.

            "We knock." Spoke 9-LOM as he unslung his disruptor rifle, and 
              took aim at the maintenance door of the bunker. The blast from the 
              rifle tore the door off, and blew it inward. Alarms blared, and 
              lights flashed after the dust settled.

            "You think they know we're here yet?" spoke Naomi, as she removed 
              her own pistol from its holster. 

            9-LOM glanced around, and then spotted a few odd-shaped objects 
              skim from over the top of the bunker, fly over their heads, and 
              land behind them. The objects looked like airspeeders, but with 
              some custom, and clearly lethal, modifications. Multiple beings 
              stepped from the speeders; human and nonhuman alike. One in particular 
              - a human, with a prosthetic right arm, and an artificial left eye 
              - spoke up.

            "Naomi Cantar, stop where you are. You can either turn yourself 
              over without a fight, or die."

            "We got problems?" mumbled 9-LOM as he lowered his rifle. "Dariq 
              Barklis, ?bounty hunter?. He's acclaimed as the best there is?on 
              Nar Shaddaa. He's never been off-planet."

            "Quiet, or we burn you where you stand!" bellowed Wellis, Dariq's 
              burly second-in-command.

            "Now, now, don't go doing anything rash, Dariq," came a voice from 
              behind 9-LOM. He spun, to see an Imperial general, flanked by 4 
              stormtroopers holding E-11 rifles. The general had short-cropped 
              brown hair, receding, and stood a little taller than 9-LOM. To the 
              general's left, stood another Imperial officer, apparently a colonel. 
              The colonel was very tall, with extremely short blond hair barely 
              visible beneath his officer's cap. 

            "4-L -," the general began as he glanced to 9-LOM.

            "9-LOM."

            "9-LOM, whatever. We have not been properly introduced. I am General 
              Killian, and this is my second in command, Colonel Jules. You have 
              already caused me enough trouble, with you'storming that cantina. 
              I'm giving you one chance to hand over Ms. Cantar. If you do this, 
              we promise not to hurt you, or even prosecute you under Imperial 
              law for obstruction of justice. I might even put in a little bonus 
              if you're especially cooperative. So, what do you say? Do we have 
              ourselves a deal?"

            9-LOM glanced from the general to the bounty hunters, then down 
              at Naomi. 9-LOM then glanced over at the Imperial bunker. His ship 
              was still in the Imperial impound, and he sure wanted it back?

            9-LOM swung his disruptor rifle back up, and took aim at the bunker. 
              Then, he aimed up a little and to the left, at a window, and tapped 
              a button on the right side of the barrel. From the left side of 
              the barrel, a high-tensile cord with a drill-bit mounted on the 
              head launched out, spanning the distance between 9-LOM and the window 
              in under a second. The drill-bit shattered the window, and found 
              purchase on the ceiling inside the facility. As the line got taut, 
              9-LOM wrapped his free arm around Naomi's waist, and hit the button 
              on the side of the rifle again. 

            The bounty hunters raised their rifles to fire, but 9-LOM and Naomi 
              were carried up through the broken window. 9-LOM tapped the button 
              again, which caused to the drill-bit to retract, and locked it back 
              into the disruptor rifle. Shots began to come in through the window, 
              and 9-LOM ducked to the left, while Naomi went to the right, equipping 
              her own pistol. 

            "Now what?" Naomi asked.

            "We get my ship back, and get off this rock," was 9-LOM's reply. 
              9-LOM ducked under the window, scurrying over to Naomi's side, and 
              then motioned for her to follow him. The two of them sprinted off 
              to the nearest door.

            "I want them detained now!" yelled Killian. He turned to 
              face the bounty hunters, "Dariq, get in there and stop them! Jules, 
              handle this. I must report to the interdictor Iron Vice. 
              It appears the slicers have discerned where this 9-LOM and his guest 
              will be headed, in the unlikely event that they get off-planet. 
              I will be setting up an ambush for them."

            Dariq nodded, and motioned to Wellis, who ran off and boarded one 
              of the modified airspeeders, followed by a few more hunters. The 
              airspeeder lifted off, and swung over towards the shattered window, 
              stopping long enough for five hunters to hop off, weapons already 
              equipped, and fan out around the window, looking for targets.

            9-LOM and Naomi dashed through the first three doors, and came 
              to a staircase.

            "This way," said 9-LOM as he ran up the stairs, followed closely 
              behind by Naomi. On the way up, 9-LOM slung his disruptor rifle 
              over his shoulder, and unholstered the Czerka machine pistol, twirling 
              it once and setting it to 3-shot burst. Once they reached the top 
              of the stairs, 9-LOM turned to the left, spotted a trooper, and 
              fired an armor-piercing burst into the trooper's chest, dropping 
              him like a sack of bantha dung. 9-LOM and Naomi ran past the downed 
              trooper, and up another staircase, and then another. Naomi glanced 
              back to see a bounty hunter sprint around the corner, and try to 
              take aim. Naomi was faster, and put a shot right into the trooper's 
              gut, sending him sprawling. 9-LOM continued up the stairs, to the 
              top level, and opened the door. Naomi ran up behind him, and out 
              through the door?and onto the roof.

            "The roof? What good is this gonna do us?" Naomi exclaimed, glancing 
              around. "We'll be sitting ducks!"

            "Exactly five floors below us is the security checkpoint. That's 
              the only way to get to the docking bays, where my ship is, other 
              than the roof. We'll have to jump across to the other building."

            "Jump? Are you crazy?"

            "It's either that or gun our way past the checkpoint," 9-LOM shrugged.

            "From what I've seen of you with that pistol, we'd stand a better 
              chance at the checkpoint."

            "If we were only facing stormtroopers. It looks like our 
              friend Killian hired out some mercenary help, though. While Imperial 
              stormtroopers are not known for their accuracy, or their reaction 
              time, bounty hunters are."

            As if to punctuate 9-LOM's statement, one of the merc airspeeders 
              cleared the edge of the building behind them, and opened fire, repeater 
              shots hitting the roof plating behind them. 9-LOM and Naomi sprinted 
              forward, towards the other building. 9-LOM reached the edge first, 
              and leaped, landing on his shoulder and rolling into a crouch, pistol 
              up. Naomi didn't fare as well, landing unceremoniously on her stomach, 
              letting out a grunt of pain. 9-LOM took a few potshots at the airspeeder, 
              a few bullets ringing off the hull, and one entered the cockpit. 
              Suddenly, the speeder went out of control, smacking into the roof 
              of the other building, and careening into the door to the lower 
              levels, blocking it off. 

            9-LOM stood, and then helped Naomi to her feet, and jogged over 
              to the door to the lower levels. 9-LOM opened the door, shot a very 
              surprised stormtrooper standing on the other side, and hopped down 
              the stairs, followed by Naomi. They ran down the stairs to the lowest 
              level, and opened the door'to see Wellis standing there, ion cannon 
              in hand, flanked by five more mercenaries. Before 9-LOM had time 
              to react, blue energy lanced from the weapon, knocking 9-LOM back. 
              Another hunter stepped out from behind Naomi, jabbing his blaster 
              carbine into the small of her back.

            "Drop it, now," he said in a gruff voice, and Naomi dropped her 
              pistol, which landed near 9-LOM's fallen form.

            "We got ?em," spoke Dariq into his comm, as one of the hunters 
              maneuvered Naomi over to the street.

            "I copy," replied Jules from the comm, and on cue, a large grav-truck 
              hovered down the street, following a small, enclosed landspeeder. 
              Jules stepped from the landspeeder, and nodded to Dariq. "Fine work, 
              my good man. You can hand over Ms. Cantar now."

            Wellis piped up this time. "There is still the matter of our payment?"

            "You'll get paid in due time. Now hand over the girl." About a 
              dozen stormtroopers files out of the back of the grav-truck, positioning 
              themselves behind Jules.

            "No. Perhaps you misunderstand," replied Dariq. "We get paid, then 
              you get the girl. If you're not willing to give us our money now, 
              we could easily take her to some other third-party buyer, such as 
              the Hutts. I'm sure they'd be more than happy to pay us."

            Jules chuckled. "And bring the wrath of the Empire down upon yourselves? 
              I seriously doubt that. If you tried to run, I could have an entire 
              fleet down here within the hour to interdict this entire system."

            "That sounded like a threat to me, Wellis. Did it sound like a 
              threat to you?" Dariq glanced to his second-in-command, who got 
              the hint.

            "Yeah, boss, I think it did." 

            Jules glanced over his shoulder to the squad of stormtroopers, 
              and gave them a discreet nod. Dariq turned, and began to walk away, 
              Wellis hot on his heels, before the sound of unholstering blasters 
              echoed down the street. Wellis turned around to see Jules, gripping 
              a holdout blaster in his right hand, before he saw no more as a 
              crimson bolt pierced his skull.

            Dariq ducked down an alley, watching his comrade fall, and unholstered 
              his heavy blaster pistols. Jules scrambled forward, snatched Naomi 
              up by the wrist, and dragged her back to the landspeeder limousine 
              near the grav-truck. He jumped into the back seat, Naomi facing 
              him on the opposite seat, and a trooper got into the driver seat.

            "Gun it!" Jules commanded to the trooper, as shots began to echo 
              outside the landspeeder. Mercenaries and bounty hunters had begun 
              to pour out into the street, joining the firefight with the Imperial 
              stormtroopers. The limousine launched down the street, quickly reaching 
              full speed, and raced towards the Imperial landing pad, followed 
              closely behind by the grav-truck.

            9-LOM stood wearily, and ran a system diagnostics check before 
              unholstering his disruptor rifle, twirling it once. I've lost 
              my target to the hunters only once in my career, 9-LOM thought 
              to himself. Never again.

             9-LOM sprinted down the street, over to a shop, with multiple 
              swoops parked outside. He glanced down the street, and saw the Imps 
              and mercs gunning it out, and saw the grav-truck speed away. 9-LOM 
              hopped up onto one of the swoops, gunned the engine, and kicked 
              it into high gear, in the direction of the grav-truck. He quickly 
              pulled into range behind it; the loud motor of the swoop almost 
              drowning out the blasterfire behind him as the bounty hunters slaughtered 
              the ill-prepared stormtroopers. 

            9-LOM pulled his swoop up alongside the grav-truck's right side, 
              and took aim at the door with the disruptor rifle. He squeezed off 
              a shot, the blast blowing the right door clean off and almost sending 
              his swoop out of control. 9-LOM managed to regain control, and pull 
              in alongside the truck again. 9-LOM hopped from the swoop, switching 
              his rifle from his right hand to his left and grabbed hold of the 
              rim of the blasted doorframe. With a little effort, he pulled himself 
              in, to find the truck was not occupied. Must be on autopilot, 
              he thought. Well, we can fix that. 9-LOM gripped the steering 
              column in both hands, and flicked off the cruise control. 9-LOM 
              then gunned the engine, and began to close the distance between 
              the grav-truck and the speeding limousine up ahead.

            "Ms. Cantar," Jules spoke, "If you can just tell us where your 
              destination is, then we can make your death easy and painless. We've 
              plotted your trajectory, but there are hundreds of star systems 
              along that heading. We need you to tell us the drop point so we 
              can determine where the Rebel base is."

            Naomi chuckled to herself. "You really think I'm going to tell 
              you, don't?" She trailed on, as she glanced over Jules? shoulder, 
              and saw the approaching grav-truck?and who was driving it. She ducked 
              her head down, which drew a surprised look from Jules, who turned 
              to see what she had spotted.

            "Wha-," he started to say, as the grav-truck impacted with the 
              rear of the limousine at full speed. The momentum of the impact 
              shorted the repulsorlifts on the limo out, causing the limousine 
              to impact the ground and begin to spin, sparks flying erratically 
              from the undercarriage. The limousine's momentum kept it skidding, 
              causing it to smack into a street pole and shear the right side 
              door off. 

            9-LOM brought the grav-truck to a halt, and stepped out, slinging 
              his rifle and unholstering the machine pistol. He set it to single-shot 
              burst, hollow point, and stepped towards the wrecked limo's destroyed 
              right side. Naomi was unconscious, with a nasty gash on her forehead, 
              but 9-LOM saw that the wound was not fatal. He dragged her out of 
              the landspeeder, and set her down on the ground next to the street 
              pole. 9-LOM ducked his head back into the limousine, and saw Jules, 
              pinned against a piece of metal, his mouth bleeding, one eye swollen 
              shut. Jules coughed once, and opened his other eye, and 9-LOM saw 
              recognition play across his battered features.

            "You!" was all he managed to get out.

            "That's right." 9-LOM replied as he took aim at Jules? forehead 
              with the machine pistol.

            The shot echoed loudly inside the limousine.

            9-LOM stepped out of the limousine, and popped some smelling salts 
              out of his satchel on his right hip. Within moments, Naomi was standing, 
              wide-awake. 

            "Now what do we do?" she asked, glancing around.

            "Well, Nar Shaddaa's aqueduct pipeline system leads to nearly anywhere 
              in this main metropolis area. If we can get to it, it will most 
              certainly lead us back to the Imperial bunker."

            "Why not go down the streets, back the way we came?"

            "Our buddy Jules over here," 9-LOM gestured to the limousine, "started 
              a miniature gang-war between the bounty hunters and the Imperials. 
              There's no way we can return that way. We'd better make it over 
              to the pipeline outlet." The sounds of approaching swoops could 
              be heard in the distance, gradually getting louder. "And we'd better 
              make it fast."

            The two of them jogged down the main street, into a bustling marketplace.

            "This should distract them for a little while," spoke 9-LOM, glancing 
              around.

            "Don't you have some sort of 'map of the city? in that droid brain 
              of yours?" Naomi inquired. She glanced back, and saw 6 troopers 
              enter the marketplace, hopping off their swoops.

            "Of course, my dear," 9-LOM replied. "There should be a maintenance 
              hatch on the left, down the alley."

            They ran down the alley, and found a large metal panel. 9-LOM wrenched 
              it open, and glanced in. "Looks clear."

            "Wait?" Naomi said, glancing back down the alley at the marketplace, 
              seeing the bounty hunters do a systematic sweep of the area.

            "This is the aqueduct, not the sewage pumps. It's perfectly safe."

            "But?" Naomi started.

            "In ya go!" 9-LOM said, and shoved Naomi into the hole, hearing 
              a splash and an "Ow!"

            9-LOM hopped in behind her, just as one of the hunters began walking 
              down the alley. Conveniently, there was a motorpool near the maintenance 
              hatch, with a bunch of maintenance hydroskimmers, landspeeders outfitted 
              with repulsors that work on water, as a means for repair crews to 
              work on sections of pipe. 9-LOM and Naomi waded over to the nearest 
              hydroskimmer, and hopped onboard. 9-LOM moved over to the driver's 
              seat, and glanced at the starter. A moment later, he struck the 
              ignition casing sharply, popping off the metal around it and exposing 
              a clump of wires. 9-LOM snapped two of the wires, then crossed them, 
              stepping back as the hydroskimmer started up. Naomi tapped 9-LOM 
              on the left shoulder, and he turned to face her, to see her waving 
              a let of keys in his face.

            "I found these in the glove compartment," she said with a smug 
              grin on her face.

            "Oh, shut up you. We need to get going." 9-LOM put the hydroskimmer 
              in gear, and it lurched forward at a surprisingly fast clip, for 
              a maintenance vehicle. "It's got some kick?" 9-LOM commented as 
              he maneuvered it out into the center of the pipe, and oriented it 
              toward the direction of the Imperial bunker.

            Several minutes passed with no conversation, but then Naomi glanced 
              at him.

            "Hey 9-LOM," she started, "you run a lot of missions for the Rebel 
              Alliance, don't you?"

            9-LOM glanced back at Naomi, and nodded. "Yes, I've done a lot 
              for the Alliance."

            "Why don't you join up? We need good people."

            "I'm not exactly the ideal candidate for Rebel recruiting. Anyway, 
              the Alliance doesn't pay a high enough salary.

            "?Ideal candidate?? 'doesn't pay enough?? Come on. A good percentage 
              of the Alliance were once mercenaries, who wanted to escape the 
              tyranny and oppression of the Galactic Empire."

            "The Empire doesn't influence me."

            "The why did you mow down a few dozen Imperial troops back there?"

            "Because I was paid to, that's why," 9-LOM spoke sharply.

            Naomi thought about this, and then chose her words carefully. "Well, 
              if you ever reconsider, assuming we get ourselves out of this, the 
              Rebel Alliance will most certainly welcome you."

            9-LOM tapped a few keys on the dashboard of the hydroskimmer, and 
              a datapad display panel flipped open, displaying a map of the pipeline 
              system. There was a red dot moving along on the map, designating 
              their approximate location in the pipe. 9-LOM tapped the screen, 
              indicating a large section of pipe. "This section is still under 
              construction. It's above ground, but the pipe isn't enclosed. According 
              to the map, it's a half-pipe, with some crossbars. It should lead 
              us to the bunker, however."

            9-LOM turned around, and glanced back down the way they had come.

            "What is it?" Naomi inquired.

            "Company." The low hum of other hydroskimmer engines could be heard 
              in the distance, gradually getting louder as they neared.

            "Bounty hunters? How did they get ahold of some hydroskimmers?"

            "The same way we did. They stole them. Now take the controls." 
              Naomi did as she was told, and scooted over into the driver's position, 
              as 9-LOM hopped out onto the back of the skimmer. He stood up, and 
              triggered two hidden compartments on the sides of his thighs. The 
              compartments slid back to reveal two 4-inch vibroblades, which popped 
              out into 9-LOM's hands. He flicked the blades on, and watched as 
              four hydroskimmers rounded a bend, and closed the gap on 9-LOM's 
              skimmer. 

            "We need to lose these guys. Try to take any diverging paths, but 
              make sure they still lead to the bunker," 9-LOM called back to Naomi. 
              "Hit the bottom-left button on the datapad, then touch the screen 
              on the location of the bunker. The automapper will plot out any 
              possible routes we can take from out current position to the bunker."

            One of the skimmers came close to 9-LOM's skimmer, and rear-ended 
              it violently, causing it to lurch forward. 9-LOM stumbled forward, 
              but then stood up. The skimmer swerved sharply to the left, and 
              he noticed that Naomi had forced the nearest skimmer down a split 
              pathway. Only three skimmers remained, now. 9-LOM glanced over his 
              shoulder, and saw that the pipe split into two straight pathways, 
              with a median down the center. The median had multiple vertical 
              bars connecting it to the ceiling.

            9-LOM quickly gauged the distance to the median, and then calculated 
              the time until his speeder would cross the threshold. 9-LOM waited 
              a few more seconds, and then let a vibroblade fly, watching as it 
              sailed through the windshield of the nearest skimmer, and hit the 
              pilot in the throat. 9-LOM's skimmer sailed down the left side of 
              the median, and the nearest skimmer jerked to the left as the pilot 
              slumped forward, and then smacked into the left wall of the pipe, 
              blocking the left path. The skimmer rolled over on the water, and 
              the skimmer behind it jackknifed off the first one, scraping along 
              the ceiling of the pipe before smacking back down against the water, 
              then exploding. 

            The final skimmer sideslipped to the right, taking the other path, 
              and then sped up. It pulled up alongside 9-LOM's skimmer, and 9-LOM 
              noticed that Dariq was standing on the back of it. Despite the vertical 
              bars on the median, Dariq lunged forward, miraculously passing in 
              between two of the bars, and landed on the back of 9-LOM's skimmer. 
              The skimmer slid to the left, scraping against the side of the pipe, 
              and causing sparks to spray across the skimmer. 

            The pipe straightened back out, and the other hydroskimmer pulled 
              in behind 9-LOM's skimmer once again. Dariq brought himself to his 
              feet, and lunged at 9-LOM. 9-LOM stumbled back, and landed a front 
              kick on Dariq's chest, sending him back a few feet. Dariq rolled 
              over, and grasped a piece of a handrail on the skimmer with his 
              mechanical hand. He wrenched it upward, snapping off a long section, 
              then stood up. He twirled the piece once, then took a step forward.

            "Come on, droid!" he taunted.

            9-LOM unslung his disruptor rifle, and took aim at Dariq, but Dariq 
              whipped the rail around, knocking 9-LOM in the arm, and sending 
              the rifle forward, into the passenger seat of the hydroskimmer. 
              Dariq swung the rail around again, towards 9-LOM's feet, but he 
              hopped over it.

            "We're coming up on the half-pipe? whoa!" Naomi was cut short, 
              as she had to duck, Dariq's pipe whizzing over her head and connecting 
              with the windshield of the skimmer, getting stuck for a moment. 
              9-LOM took advantage of this opportunity and charged Dariq, shouldering 
              him and knocking him off-balance. He rolled back, but stayed on 
              the back of the hydroskimmer.

            Suddenly, the pipe opened up, and 9-LOM could see the midday sun 
              on Nar Shaddaa basking on the remainder of the pipeline. What 9-LOM 
              didn't see were the multiple crossbars that ran across the top of 
              the unfinished section of the pipe, clearly marking where the rest 
              of the pipe would be placed. These crossbars were substantially 
              lower than the enclosed pipe had been, and 9-LOM had to quickly 
              duck under it, lest get himself decapitated at high-speed. 

            Dariq stood up, and sprung towards 9-LOM. 9-LOM grabbed Dariq, 
              and gave him a quick left hook, then a jab to the gut, and tossed 
              him back a step. They both ducked under another crossbar, and then 
              9-LOM took a step forward. Dariq hopped to the right, ducked another 
              approaching crossbar, and snatched up the handrail he had dropped. 
              He quickly jabbed it forward, hitting 9-LOM in the midsection, doubling 
              him over, and then brought it around in a harvest-scythe swing, 
              catching 9-LOM under the chin. 9-LOM flipped over, and rolled into 
              the passenger seat, before propping himself back up. He looked up, 
              saw Dariq duck under another crossbar, and then saw him swing the 
              rail in an overhead smash. 9-LOM caught the rail, and pushed back, 
              throwing Dariq off-balance. Dariq stumbled, and then tried to stand.

            9-LOM looked to Naomi, and said, "Speed up, I've got a plan. Just 
              get us to that bunker."

            9-LOM stood, and climbed back onto the back of the skimmer. He 
              approached Dariq, and then ducked under another crossbar. Dariq 
              took advantage of this, and ducked, then charged 9-LOM, using the 
              rail as a lance. He hit 9-LOM in the chest, pushing him back a step, 
              but then forced the rail through the armor of his chest, skewering 
              him. 9-LOM stumbled back, causing Dariq to duck as the pole swung 
              around, and then fell back.

            Dariq took advantage of this and crawled forward, towards the driver's 
              seat, and his target. Naomi looked back, saw the downed 9-LOM, and 
              the approaching Dariq, and then slammed on the brakes. The skimmer 
              behind them rammed into them at top speed, jarring Naomi's teeth, 
              and causing Dariq to fall flat on his face. Naomi then gunned it, 
              making Dariq roll backwards, towards the rear of the hydroskimmer.

            Accessing damaged systems'vocabulator: damaged. Motor systems: 
              damaged, under self-repair. Total efficiency: 85%, 9-LOM thought 
              as he brought himself back online. He propped himself up, and then 
              wrenched the pipe out from his chest. He saw Dariq stand, and then 
              duck under a crossbar. 9-LOM quickly stood, twirled the rail once, 
              and then brought it around in a golf-club swing, connecting with 
              the back of Dariq's left kneecap. He screamed in pain, and then 
              dropped to his knees. 9-LOM ducked under another crossbar, and then 
              threw the rail off the back of the skimmer. It sailed through the 
              air, before crashing through the windshield of the other skimmer, 
              impaling the driver and pinning him to the seat.

            9-LOM stepped towards Dariq again, and kneed him in the face.

            "Now you've gone and pissed me off!" He yelled to Dariq, and then 
              kicked him again. Suddenly, Dariq snarled, and sprung at 9-LOM, 
              knocking him back. 9-LOM landed on his back, with Dariq on top of 
              him. Dariq grabbed for 9-LOM's throat, with the intent of tearing 
              his head free from his body.

            "Why won't you just die!" he yelled, as he struggled to 
              grab hold of 9-LOM's neck.

            "Because I'm not programmed to," was 9-LOM's reply, as he swung 
              his right arm around, and forced it under Dariq's chest. He suddenly 
              heaved up, and locked his elbow, propping Dariq up. Dariq screamed 
              as one of the crossbars came rushing at him at high speed, connected 
              with his chin, and flung him off the back of the hydroskimmer. Dariq 
              flew back, and landed on the rail, pointing outward from the windshield 
              of the other skimmer. Dariq was impaled through the chest, and the 
              added weight swung the skimmer down and to the right, causing it 
              to jackknife off the side of the half-pipe. 9-LOM didn't take the 
              time to see where it landed.

            Naomi glanced back over her shoulder as 9-LOM landed in the passenger 
              seat, in time to see the other hydroskimmer launch itself off the 
              side of the half-pipe. "Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy," 
              she said. "Are you alright?"

            "I am functional, except my vocab-, vocab-, vocab-?" Naomi clapped 
              him on the back. "My vocabulator?"

            "?Is damaged, I see. Can you still function?"

            "Yes. How much farther?" 9-LOM asked her.

            "Lemme check?" she glanced at the automapper. "Uh oh," she pointed 
              to a portion of the map, which showed a large section of pipeline, 
              which was flashing green. "It appears, not only is this section 
              of pipe under construction, but it's incomplete, as well. There's 
              a lower half-pipe, which is collecting the water which is dropping 
              off from this pipe."

            "What does that mean-, mean-?" Naomi clapped him on the back again. 
              "Thanks."

            "There's a seven-meter section of pipe missing, that's what it 
              means. We have two options: either we ride with the skimmer down 
              to the lower level, or we jump off, and hope we maybe get to the 
              other side of the pipe."

            "Does the lower section continue to the Imperial bunker?"

            "Not according to the map, no?" Naomi glanced over at 9-LOM, and 
              saw him staring straight ahead, at the approaching gap in the pipe. 
              "Oh no? you're not thinking what I think you're thinking, are you?"

            "Get up on the hood of the skimmer." Naomi did as she was told, 
              and 9-LOM scooped up his disruptor rifle, then slung it over his 
              shoulder. 9-LOM then climbed over the windshield and stood up on 
              the hood, next to Naomi. "On three, we both jump forward as far 
              as we can, okay?"

            Naomi nodded shakily, and looked ahead at the gap in the pipe. 
              The gap rushed up to greet them, and 9-LOM began to count.

            "One? Two? Three!" The two of them leapt forward, the momentum 
              of the skimmer propelling them, as they felt the hydroskimmer drop 
              out from beneath them. The skimmer went into free-fall, landing 
              upright in the other half-pipe, and continuing to cruise forward. 
              9-LOM and Naomi went forward, 9-LOM clearing the gap easily, and 
              landing a meter in from the edge of the gap. Naomi hit the edge 
              of the gap, but then began to slip back, letting out a yelp. She 
              caught the edge of the gap in both hands, and tried to pull herself 
              up. 9-LOM scampered forward, and reached an arm over the edge, grabbing 
              Naomi's right wrist and hoisting her over the side.

            "It's never boring around you, is it?" Naomi asked, struggling 
              to catch her breath, as the adrenaline died down.

            "That's me. The life of the party," 9-LOM replied as the two of 
              them stood, and continued along down the pipe.

            * * *

            

            General Killian kneeled before the holocomm on the bridge of the 
              Interdictor Iron Vice as the image came into focus. He kneeled 
              for another moment before looking up into the dark helmet of Darth 
              Vader, staring down upon him.

            "Lord Vader, I am at your service," Killian spoke, then waited 
              patiently for Vader's reply.

            "Have you acquired the dignitary for the Rebel Alliance, General?" 
              Vader inquired, his deep voice resonating from the holocomm.

            "I regret to report that we have not, as of yet, but every effort 
              is being made to capture her."

            "Have you dealt with her bodyguard, 4-LO-"

            "9-LOM, sir."

            "Do not cut me off again, General, or you will not live to regret 
              your actions."

            "I understand and apologize, my Lord. Her bodyguard is still at 
              large. He has apparently eliminated the bounty hunters and is moving 
              towards our bunker. We managed to acquire his hyperspace route from 
              his B-wing, however. We do not have a destination, though, because 
              none was given in the navicomputer. It was most strange? there was 
              only a vector listed. It appears even 9-LOM himself does not know 
              where he is taking the dignitary. Most likely, the dignitary has 
              a timer, which will tell 9-LOM's B-wing when to revert to realspace, 
              and this will put them at their intended destination. Intelligence 
              believes that this destination is the new location of the Rebel 
              base."

            "How many systems are along this vector?"

            "There are multiple systems, my Lord, including Sullust, Sluis 
              Van, Bothawui, Umgul, Rodia, Hoth, Barkhesh, and Eriadu. I am stationing 
              the Iron Vice at Barkhesh. There appears to be a Rebel operation 
              taking place on the planet's surface. I can hope to end that operation, 
              as well as capture the dignitary and her bodyguard."

            "Good work, General. I expect a report from you within two days."

            "As you wish, my Lord." The image from the holocomm wavered once 
              again, and then went out, and Killian stood. He glanced to the bridge 
              weapons officer. "Power up the gravity well projectors. Nothing 
              leaves the system without me knowing about it."

            * * *

            

            9-LOM and Naomi left the remnants of the pipe, and reoriented themselves 
              on the bustling surface-level streets of Nar Shaddaa. They came 
              down one of the back alleys, and found the rear entrance to the 
              Imperial bunker, which was relatively unguarded. 9-LOM began to 
              march up to the rear door, but Naomi stepped forward and grabbed 
              his shoulder, a look of shock on her face.

            "What in the name of the Sith are you doing?" she asked, turning 
              him around.

            "Walking up and knocking, what does it look like I'm doing?"

            "Getting us killed, that's what."

            "I want my ship, and what I want, I get."

            "Fine, we'll get your ship, but we'll do it my way."

            "What's ?your way??"

            "What do you know about acting?"

            Trooper 2154 sat peacefully at his desk, checking the monitors 
              for the Imperial bunker. He'd had the same job for two years, watching 
              monitors, and he was beginning to enjoy it. For a war going on, 
              it was awfully quiet, especially for someone stationed on the Smuggler's 
              Moon. And quiet was the way Trooper 2154 liked it. He tipped his 
              chair forward, and glanced at the upper-left monitor on his screen. 
              It showed two bipeds approaching the main entrance, and then stopping. 
            

            The two figures looked up into the security camera, and Trooper 
              2154 could clearly see that the taller of the two was a machine, 
              possibly a protocol droid. The other biped was slightly shorter, 
              and shrouded in a cloak. Trooper 2154 stood, and walked to the entrance, 
              then tapped the key code to open the door. No harm in seeing 
              what two vagrants wanted, was there? He thought to himself. 
              The door raised, and he saw that the second figure was a woman, 
              her face partly shrouded by the brown cloak she kept wrapped around 
              herself.

            "What can I do for you?" Trooper 2154 said to the two people.

            "I am AD-416, protocol droid and servant to Miss Daohlson," spoke 
              the droid. Trooper 2154 winced a bit at the sound of the droid's 
              worrysome voice. The company really should change that voice 
              or something, Trooper 2154 thought to himself. It might save 
              lives. "My master has something to tell you," continued the 
              droid, forcing another wince from Trooper 2154. 

            "Yes, ma?am?" spoke Trooper 2154 as the woman approached.

            "I'm sorry, young man. My hearing is failing. You'll have to come 
              closer," she said. Trooper 2154 walked up to her, and put his face 
              close to hers, as she whispered something in his ear.

            "Surprise."

            Trooper 2154 didn't have time to react as the woman shoved a DL-44 
              up into his neck, and fired a point-blank stun blast.

            9-LOM looked on as Naomi popped a stun coil into the helmetless 
              trooper's neck, and sent him flying back, unconscious before he 
              hit the ground.

            "Nice," 9-LOM commented as Naomi dropped her cloak and holstered 
              her pistol.

            "It's worked more than once," she said with a smirk. "Let's go 
              get your ship." She gestured for him to go ahead. 9-LOM stepped 
              out in front, his machine pistol already in hand, and walked down 
              the corridor leading to the turbolifts.

            "The base seems deserted?" commented Naomi.

            "That's what happens when the mercenaries that they hired go berserk."

            As they walked, a thought came to 9-LOM. "Hey, what happened to 
              Killian, the General?"

            "Who knows? Who cares?"

            "Why would he desert his base?"

            "I don't know," Naomi thought for a moment. "To prepare for a trap?"

            "Exactly."

            "What do you want to do about it?"

            "Where would Killian retreat to if he wanted to stage an ambush?"

            "Probably some sort of command ship or something."

            "Well, Imperial bases are all outfitted with self-destruct mechanisms. 
              A sucicde pill contains a multi-megaton warhead with a set blast 
              radius, so it doesn't destroy neighboring buildings. It wouldn't 
              do well for Imperial support if a base went up and blew out a third 
              of the city, now, would it?"

            Naomi considered this, then nodded. "What's your point?"

            "What do you know about diffusing bombs?"

            Ten minutes later, 9-LOM carried the destruct bomb out to the landing 
              pad, where his modified B-wing sat in standby mode.

            "Hero," 9-LOM called out, and an R3 unit rotated its head around 
              to face 9-LOM and Naomi. "Prep the ship for takeoff. Compensate 
              for added weight. Rebel dignitary has clearance to enter navjump 
              codes."

            Hero chirped an affirmative, and the repulsorlifts rumbled to life 
              as the cockpit dome opened. 9-LOM helped Naomi up into the main 
              pilot's chair, and she spoke into the microphone receptor.

            "Jump coordinates AT-328-316-BL," she said calmly and clearly, 
              then hopped into the rear seat. "It's done. Let's get out of here."

            9-LOM climbed up into the pilot's chair, and closed the canopy. 
              "Hoth? Why that rock?"

            "You'll find out soon enough." The B-wing lifted off, and rocketed 
              out of Nar Shaddaa's atmosphere.

            "We're clear. Jump in 4?3?2?1?"

            Stars became starlines as the ship rocketed into hyperspace.

            "Rogue Squadron, this is General Rieekan. One of our shuttles will 
              rendezvous with a supply convoy from local resistance on Barkhesh, 
              which must first travel through Imperial territory. They carry supplies 
              vital to the Rebellion," General Rieekan's voice came over clearly 
              from the comm unit in Luke Skywalker's X-wing. "Your mission is 
              to rendezvous with that convoy, and escort it to the landing zone. 
              Good luck."

            "I copy, General," Luke said. "All Rogues, report in."

            "Rogue Two, standing by."

            "Rogue Three, all systems go."

            "Rogue Four, ready to rock."

            "Rogue Five, four lit and in the green."

            "Rogue Six, let's get to work."

            "Rogue Seven, online."

            "Rogue Eight, systems nominal."

            "Rogue Nine, ready to dance."

            "Rogue Ten, weapons functional."

            "Rogue Eleven, awaiting orders."

            "Rogue Twelve, flyin? fine."

            "Alright Rogues. We're here to escort a supply convoy to the shuttle 
              LZ. Should be a walk in the park." The X-wings throttled up, and 
              flew towards the marked location for the resistance convoy. They 
              passed over the resistance base, and Luke saw multiple convoy craft 
              on his scopes.

            "Okay, Rogues, the convoy has begun moving. Defend it until it 
              gets to the landing zone." Luke throttled up, and pulled ahead of 
              the group. "Don't worry about the escort craft. Stick with the supply 
              vehicles."

            "I copy, General." 

            Wedge Antilles swung his X-wing out alongside Luke's and turned 
              on his scanners. "Luke, we've got probe droids, dead ahead."

            "I copy, Wedge." Two of the X-wings lanced ahead, firing crimson 
              bolts of energy at the droids. They exploded in midair, and the 
              X-wings pulled away. "Thanks, Seven."

            "No problem, Boss." Behind them, the convoy rumbled on, turning 
              right and cruising down through a valley.

            "Luke, we've got AT-STs in the valley, and turrets topside."

              "Pick your targets and go."

            "I copy, Commander." 

            Dack Ralter pulled his X-wing above the rim of the valley, and 
              popped a quad-linked shot at one of the turrets, peeling away as 
              it detonated. He repeated the maneuver on another turret, then swung 
              back down into the valley. "Topside's clean, sir."

            "I copy, Dack," Luke said as he swung his X-wing around, sighting 
              a scout walker. He set his lasers to single-fire, and let loose 
              a barrage of energy. The shots played off the AT-ST's hull, before 
              one punched through and detonated the energy cells, blowing the 
              head off. Behind him, another walked dropped as a shot pierced its 
              knee, and it toppled.

            Wedge switched over to proton torpedoes, and obtained a lock on 
              one of the walkers. He popped a shot, and pulled up into an inverted 
              corkscrew as the AT-ST disappeared from his scopes. Something else 
              caught his attention, though. "Watch for enemy fighters!"

            Luke brought his X-wing around, and sighted two TIE Bombers coming 
              in fast. They swooped over the convoy, and let loose a salvo of 
              proton bombs. One bomb pierced the armor of one of the convoy vehicles, 
              and detonated its contents. Shrapnel flew out everywhere, ringing 
              off the hulls of the other convoy craft.

            "I'm on him," Luke said as he pulled in behind the bomber, and 
              fired a few shots up its engines. One of the shots entered through 
              the rear of the weapons compartment, and the bomber detonated in 
              mid-flight, disappearing. Dack took out the other bomber before 
              it could make another pass.

            "Commander, this is Rieekan. The escort vehicles are at the LZ. 
              How long until the convoy shows up?"

            "ETA, three minutes."

            Two more bombers swooped in as the convoy cleared the valley. Hobbie 
              loosed a torpedo, ripping apart the first one before it could get 
              within bombing range. The convoy throttled up, and rumbled along 
              the clearing as the second bomber flew in. Another fire-linked shot 
              from Wedge sheared off a wing, and the bomber spiraled into the 
              ground, impacting the lead convoy vehicle. It detonated, causing 
              the one behind it to swerve around the flaming wreckage. The remaining 
              convoy craft rumbled into the clearing where the escort vehicles 
              were, and a shuttle flew in from overhead.

            "The shuttle is clear. She'll pick up the rest of this cargo. These 
              supplies will be a great help, especially after we lost Yavin base," 
              Rieekan said. Luke and the rest of the Rogues pulled up into the 
              atmosphere as the shuttle landed, and headed towards the hyperjump 
              point.

            "Rogue Leader, we have new orders. There is a neutral craft of 
              unknown origin on the other side of the planet, being pursued by 
              5, no, wait?4 hostiles. Investigate at once."

            "I copy. Moving out." Luke brought his X-Wing around to face the 
              direction of the neutral signal, and kicked it into high gear, followed 
              closely behind by the rest of Rogue Squadron.

            9-LOM glanced at the countdown clock on the B-wing's navicomp display, 
              showing time until the reversion to realspace. Time ticked down, 
              but suddenly, lights blinked on the inside of the cockpit, and the 
              nav-display changed: PROXIMITY WARNING.

            "What the??" 9-LOM glanced over his shoulder to Naomi, who looked 
              as shocked as 9-LOM felt. "Did you misread your navjump codes?"

            "No!"

            "Looks like you did something wrong. We'll be lucky if we don't 
              rocket into a star! Reversion in 2?1?"

            The B-wing dropped back into realspace, and engaged his scanners. 
              No nearby star, one planet, identified as Barkhesh. However, there 
              was something else that caught 9-LOM's attention, and was far more 
              important.

            "An Interdictor-class cruiser. We've been compromised. It's identifying 
              itself as the Iron Vice. Looks like your hunch on Killian 
              having a command ship was right."

            Things got a lot more interesting when the Interdictor started 
              launching fighters, though.

            "General!" called the navigation officer, getting Killian's attention. 
              "We have one inbound craft, 26 kilometers out, starboard side!"

            "What class?"

            "B-wing, sir. Inbound and coming in hot. It just locked its s-foils 
              in strike position, and brought its cannons online."

            "Good work. Deploy the Toscan with a screen of four TIE Fighters."

            "It is done, sir."

            As they came into range of the enemy fighters, 9-LOM rolled his 
              B-wing to face the planet Barkhesh, and accelerated to full speed, 
              opening the throttle all the way, and shunting power from his shields 
              and lasers into the drive systems. Naomi and he were kicked back 
              into their seats as 9-LOM engaged the SLAM system scramjets. The 
              B-wing accelerated to almost 200 MegaLights and 9-LOM rolled the 
              B-wing in hopes of blowing past the inbound TIEs. Before he had 
              a chance, however, the Toscan fighter swooped down from the port 
              side, letting loose a volley of laserfire, stippling across the 
              B-wing's shields. The Toscan pulled in behind the B-wing, and before 
              9-LOM could bank away, a shot punched through the shields and nailed 
              the hull, just to the right of Hero. The R3 unit gave out a wail, 
              and 9-LOM glanced at his display screen. He toggled the damage heads-up 
              display.

            "Sithspawn! Hyperdrive is offline. This is about to get interesting?"

            9-LOM hauled back on the stick, rolling the B-wing's wing assembly 
              around as the cockpit stayed stationary. He toggled the countermeasure 
              controls three times, sending out three flares. Finding no targets, 
              the flares homed in on the nearest enemy craft, two hitting the 
              Toscan and dropping its shields, and the third hitting the nearest 
              TIE Fighter. The flare impacted the transparisteel viewport of the 
              TIE's cockpit, and caused a spiderweb fracture to form across it. 
              The viewport trembled a little, then the cockpit imploded, shearing 
              off both wings. 

            The Toscan's shields dropped as both flares impacted, and 9-LOM 
              brought the B-wing around to bear. He toggled his ion cannons, fire-linked 
              them, and popped a shot. Electricity crackled along the hull as 
              the fighter was disabled and went into a lazy spiral towards Barkhesh, 
              entering the atmosphere before disappearing from 9-LOM's scopes. 
              Two more TIEs swept in for the kill. 9-LOM toggled the lasers again, 
              and rolled his fighter while making a head-on pass at the nearest 
              TIE, firing all the way. His rolling would make him a much harder 
              target to hit, with the only stable part of the ship being the cockpit 
              section, but it would force the laser convergence systems of the 
              targeting system to go into overdrive. One shot hit the left wing 
              of the TIE, melting it slightly before 9-LOM blew past it. He dropped 
              a flare, and nodded once as it smacked into the damaged wing, blowing 
              it in half.

            "We're gonna have to land. I can't make repairs to the hyperdrive 
              while in orbit," 9-LOM said over his shoulder, and he saw Naomi 
              nod. The were both jerked violently as the third TIE swooped in 
              behind them, and fired a volley of shots, taking down the rear shields 
              of the B-wing as they entered orbit. "Hold on!" 9-LOM called out, 
              and then put all power into his shields, and then diverted his shields 
              to aft. Then 9-LOM did the unthinkable.

            He decelerated.

            The TIE rammed into the rear of the B-wing at full throttle, shattering 
              on impact. The momentum of the TIE fighter punched through the shields 
              easily, and tore off the port side s-foil. 9-LOM throttled back 
              up, and tried to regain control.

            "Brace for impact!" he yelled as they neared the ground. The B-wing 
              impacted just as 9-LOM set the shields to full forward, dampening 
              the blow slightly. The rest of the wing assembly nearly disintegrated 
              and the cockpit flew free, skidding across the muddy marsh and sliding 
              to a stop near a lake. 9-LOM popped the cockpit, and he helped Naomi 
              out of the wrecked craft. 9-LOM jogged over to the wreckage of the 
              B-wing, and shook his head. He glanced over his shoulder and saw 
              Naomi catch up with him. 9-LOM turned his attention back to the 
              smoking wreckage, but then he heard an electronic wail and moan.

            "Hero!" 9-LOM said as he climbed over the wreckage. He found the 
              R3 unit, smoking, dented, and covered in mud, but otherwise intact. 
              He pulled the droid free, and set it on the ground. Hero did a raspberry, 
              and extended its arc welder, tagging 9-LOM on the leg.

            "Hey!" he said as he hopped back from the small droid's onslaught. 
              "It's not my fault that TIE pilots have bad reflexes." The droid 
              blurted and beeped again. "So what? You're still here, aren't you?" 
              was 9-LOM's reply.

            Suddenly, 9-LOM heard the distinctive sound of a TIE's ion engines. 
              He unslung his disruptor rifle, and grabbed Naomi by the arm, dragging 
              her behind the B-wing wreckage. Hero rolled off into the trees, 
              looking for cover. The TIE swooped overhead, popping a few emerald 
              shots at the area where Naomi and 9-LOM had just stood. The ground 
              smoked and 9-LOM stood, stepping out into the clear. As the TIE 
              came around for another pass, 9-LOM brought his disruptor rifle 
              to bear, and slowly moved his arm across horizontally, tracking 
              his target. He popped a shot, and a green ball of energy streaked 
              out at its target. Abruptly, the TIE's cockpit viewport exploded 
              outward, and the TIE rocketed into the treetops.

            "Nice shot," Naomi said as she stood, brushing herself off.

            "Yeah, I get that a lot," 9-LOM said as he slung his rifle back 
              over his shoulder. They both glanced up to see a Lambda-class shuttle 
              cruising in from overhead. "That must be the landing party that's 
              here to bring you to the Interdictor."

            "But I haven't been captured yet."

            "But they don't know that yet, do they?" 9-LOM said as he unslung 
              his rifle again, and engaged the stun attachment.

            Naomi grinned, and unholstered her pistol. The shuttle landed, 
              and the ramp extended. However, the approaching troops didn't anticipate 
              the two armed people waiting at the bottom of the ramp. Or the salvo 
              of stun blasts they let loose.

            9-LOM took the undamaged self-destruct device out of the cockpit 
              of the B-wing, along with two circular rings.

            "What're those?" Naomi asked.

            "I bought these from an Ithorian. He produced a larger set for 
              a well-known magician, known as Magwit. They're short-distance matter 
              transporters. 'teleporters,? if you will. I've got a plan?" 9-LOM 
              also pulled a datapad out of the cockpit, and quickly tapped a few 
              keys before setting it down.

            "What do you plan to do?" Naomi asked.

            "Watch and learn, human," 9-LOM said as he walked up the ramp of 
              the shuttle, carrying one of the energy rings.

            "General, we have a problem," Luke Skywalker said into his comm 
              as his flightgroups neared the last location of the unidentified 
              signal. "Readings for the neutral as well as the hostiles have disappeared."

            "What's the problem, Rogue Lead?"

            "The disappearance isn't the problem, sir, this is." Luke 
              replied as he fed the General the telemetric data from his X-Wing, 
              displaying an Interdictor.

            "General Killian, sir, we have one inbound shuttle, marked as friendly," 
              said the nearest deck officer, and Killian turned to face him.

            "Any lifesigns?"

            "The Interdictor's gravity-well projectors are disrupting out long-range 
              scanners."

            "I'll go down and greet our prisoner personally, then, Lieutenant," 
              Killian replied as he entered the turbolift and rode it down to 
              the docking bay level. He stepped out, and walked down to the shuttle. 
              However, when he lowered the ramp and walked inside, he didn't see 
              what he expected. In the middle of the floor space was an odd ring. 
              Killian cocked his head to one side, and looked at the ring more 
              closely. 

            "What in the name of the Emperor??"

            The ring suddenly pulsed, and a small datapad fell out of the ring, 
              materializing out of thin air. Killian picked up the datapad, and 
              read it aloud.

            "From 9-LOM, with love."

            Then the ring pulsed again, and the destruct mechanism from the 
              Nar Shaddaa base fell out onto the deck.

            "We don't have the firepower to handle an Interdictor," Luke said 
              into the comm. "It's starting orbital insertion and bombardment 
              maneuvers. Prepare to retreat?"

            Suddenly, an explosion erupted from the belly of the Interdictor, 
              traveling up the superstructure and blowing out the shield generators. 
              The bridge erupted into flames, and the ship snapped in half, the 
              flaming wreckage shattering and burning up in Barkhesh's atmosphere.

            Luke heard more than one "Woohoo!" over the comm, and couldn't 
              help but grin.

            9-LOM looked overhead as twelve X-wings came in for a landing, 
              along with a shuttle. The X-wings landed, and the cockpits lifted. 
              From the nearest one, a young man with sandy blond hair hopped out, 
              and started walking over to 9-LOM's position, followed closely behind 
              by the other twelve pilots.

            "Hey Luke," started one of the other pilots, getting the blond-haired 
              one's attention, "Did you kill the Interdictor?"

            The pilot chuckled. Skywalker, that was his name. The kid who 
              saved the Alliance at their old base. "I wish! Who did 
              fire that shot, Wedge?"

            That was the name of the other pilot, Antilles. Almost got himself 
              killed in the Death Star trench. "Not one of our boys, that's 
              for sure."

            The ramp on the shuttle lowered, and General Carlist Rieekan stepped 
              down. "Rogue Squadron, I want you to meet Naomi Cantar." He gestured 
              to Naomi, who nodded politely. "And 9-LOM, the droid who saved her 
              life?and destroyed the Interdictor." All eyes fell on 9-LOM, who 
              simply shrugged.

            Skywalker stepped forward, and extended his hand. "Pleased to meet 
              you. I'm Luke Skywalker." 

            9-LOM nodded. "Pleased to meet you, too." He then shook Luke's 
              hand, drawing applause from the other 11 pilots.

            "Well, sorry to break this celebration short, but we've got to 
              report to the new base. High Command has new orders. Something about 
              Gerrard V," Rieekan spoke up.

            A few technicians walked down the ramp of the shuttle, and approached 
              9-LOM. "Your'ship. Do you want it salvaged?" 9-LOM pondered this, 
              and as he did, Hero wheeled out from the trees. He beeped a few 
              times, and then rolled up to 9-LOM. The Toscan wasn't destroyed? 
              9-LOM thought.

            "No. I don't need it anymore. Salvage it if you want."

            The technicians shrugged, and walked back up the ramp. The Rogue 
              pilots hopped into their X-Wings, and lifted off as General Rieekan 
              boarded the shuttle, followed by Naomi. 9-LOM walked off towards 
              the trees, to find the Toscan fighter. Before he made it into the 
              forest, however, a voice stopped him.

            "Hey 9-LOM!"

            He turned to see Naomi standing there. "Ya'know, the offer to join 
              the Alliance still stands," she said with a smile, then walked up 
              the shuttle ramp. 9-LOM turned back to the forest, and followed 
              Hero until he found the Toscan. The pilot was unconscious a few 
              feet from the craft, but the ship was intact, and all systems were 
              back online. 9-LOM got in, hefted Hero into the rear compartment, 
              and sat in the pilot seat. The Toscan lifted off, and cruised out 
              of the atmosphere.

            9-LOM glanced out towards the stars, and the navjump codes that 
              Naomi had said for the Hoth base came to mind. It's a big galaxy 
              out there, 9-LOM thought. Maybe I need a change for once. 
              9-LOM tapped in the codes, and engaged the hyperdrive. Stars became 
              starlines as he leapt off into the unknown.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            The Big Chill: Syntax's Tale

            The Corellian Corvette Interloper tumbled through the planet's 
              atmosphere, its bridge section exploded outward and still flaming. 
              The Corvette went into a roll, the craft spinning end over end in 
              an uncontrolled twirl that brought it towards an open area on the 
              planet's surface. Two Z-95 Headhunters were hot on the Interloper's 
              tail as it careened towards the planet's surface, gaining speed 
              as the hull began to heat up. The Corvette struck the ground with 
              explosive force, debris flying high into the air as the hull snapped 
              in half, scattering shards of metal and raining fire on the landscape. 
              Not that the fires mattered much: the Interloper had just 
              crash-landed on the icy plains of Hoth.

            "Alright, we are 12 klicks out from Echo Base, heading west on 
              a vector of 11.295," 9-LOM spoke into the comm of the snowspeeder 
              he piloted across the endless fields of snow. 9-LOM was a machine, 
              about 1.8 meters tall. Modeled closely after many insectile races 
              in the galaxy, 9-LOM was meant for protocol. However, that was not 
               his current profession. "You alright back there, Janson?"

            "As comfortable as I'll ever be," was the reply of Lt. Wes Janson, 
              9-LOM's gunner for this recon mission.

            "Recon 4, your target is the Corellian Corvette Interloper, 
              or whatever is left of it," came a voice over the speeder's comm, 
              "Our scanners say it should be a little farther west of your position, 
              and is mainly intact. You are to recover a device, which the Interloper 
              was trying to transport to Alliance High Command before it was intercepted 
              by pirate raiders and chased here. The device is a new type of explosive, 
              stored in a liquid stasis container. When cooled, however, the solution 
              begins to crystallize, and becomes highly unstable. When the substance 
              is fully crystallized, it will go critical and explode. You must 
              recover it before this happens. As you may have noticed, an extra 
              heater has been retrofitted into your snowspeeder, to prevent the 
              solution from crystallizing. Good luck, and watch for pirates. They 
              may still be in the area. Echo Base out."

            "Well, you heard them," Janson said. "Let's find that container."

            "I've got debris off the starboard bow," 9-LOM said. "That's probably 
              a good sign."

            The debris stretched on for another few hundred meters before the 
              two of them came up on the smoking debris of the Interloper. The 
              fires were dying down, and most of the snow had settled.

            "I'll set down next to the docking bay. It appears to be blown 
              open."

            "Alright, then we'll search the cargo holds. Try to make it fast, 
              though. You heard what High Command said about what happens when 
              that container gets cold. I don't wanna be around when that happens."

            "I roger that."

            They set the snowspeeder down, and popped the cockpits. As they 
              approached the Interloper, they noticed that the main docking 
              door had been blown out, due to the impact of the collision. It 
              lay about 30 meters away, in a snowdrift. 9-LOM and Janson climbed 
              up into the hatch, and looked around. The bulkheads of the Corvette 
              were a little crumpled, but the craft was otherwise intact, except 
              for the destroyed bridge section. Janson unclipped a flashlight 
              from his belt, and shined it around in the main hallway.

            "Well, I sure wouldn't have wanted to have been here when this 
              thing hit," he said as he swing his light around, illuminating a 
              few dead bodies. "When this thing hit, it must have hit hard."

            "Yes, it appears so."

            As they continued towards the cargo hatch, they were mainly silent, 
              until Janson decided to speak up.

            "Are you always this quiet."

            "Usually, when I have a job to do, and nothing's shooting at me," 
              The droid replied.

            "Why don't you try to lighten things up? I mean, most humans engage 
              in some form of small-talk to pass the time."

            "'small-talk?' This does not compute."

            "'Does not compute?' That sounds like some sort of syntax error 
              that a machine would say."

            "Syntax error. I'll have to remember that. I am a machine, you 
              know."

            "Yes, I believe I noticed that," Janson said with a grin.

            They stepped through the cargo access hatch, and looked around. 
              Equipment was strewn everywhere, glass was broken, and shelves were 
              tipped. 9-LOM walked into the rear area of the cargo compartment, 
              and sifted through some junk. He came up with a container, about 
              2 feet in length, filled with clear liquid.

            "I think this is what we came here for."

            "Yep, that looks like it. Let's get out of here before those pirates 
              come back."

            The two of them backtracked to the external hatch of the Interloper, 
              and started out towards the snowspeeder. However, the sound of fighter 
              engines stopped them dead in their tracks. 

            Two Z-95s swooped in from overhead, and popped a few shots at the 
              ground in front of them. 9-LOM lobbed the container to Janson, and 
              motioned for him to head towards the snowspeeder.

            "Go! Go! I'll keep them busy! Prep the ship!" he yelled, and unslung 
              his disruptor rifle. Janson sprinted out into the clear, making 
              a mad dash for the snowspeeder. 9-LOM switched off the safety on 
              the rifle, and took aim at one of the Headhunters as it came around 
              for another strafing run. Shots traced up the snow towards 9-LOM's 
              feet, but he stepped out of the way just in time, spinning around 
              and popping a shot up into the craft's engines as it blew over his 
              head. Janson stopped just long enough to turn around and see the 
              disruptor bolt hit the Headhunter in the left engine, blowing it 
              and the left wing clean off. The Z-95 rocketed into the ground, 
              destroying itself on impact. The second Headhunter peeled away for 
              the moment, and 9-LOM took advantage of this opportunity. He slung 
              his rifle back over his shoulder, and ran for the snowspeeder. Janson 
              hopped into the gunnery seat as 9-LOM got into the pilot's section.

            "Nice shot," Janson said as he closed his cockpit, and armed the 
              power harpoon on the rear of the snowspeeder.

            "Yeah, I get that a lot," 9-LOM said as he closed his cockpit and 
              lifted the speeder off. He brought the ship around, and throttled 
              up to maximum, vectoring in on Echo Base. However, the other Z-95 
              Headhunter came in from above, popping a few shots at the unshielded 
              snowspeeder.

            "Aah! We're losing power!" 9-LOM said. "Let's see if we can drop 
              this loser, though. Arm the tow cable."

            "I copy," Janson replied.

            The Headhunter pulled in behind them, and tried to go for a good 
              firing angle. 9-LOM kept weaving and dodging side to side, to keep 
              the Z-95 from getting an accurate shot. Laser blasts flew past on 
              the left and right, but none hit the snowspeeder.

            "Ready with that harpoon," 9-LOM called back to Janson.

            "I'm way ahead of you"

            Janson fired off the power harpoon, which sailed back and connected 
              with the cockpit of the Z-95, the fusion tip boring though the duraplast 
              cockpit and securing itself just to the left of the pilot's face. 
              9-LOM immediately felt the tow cable get taut as the Z-95 pilot 
              instinctively tried to evade, and then 9-LOM swung the snowspeeder 
              up, and then back down. The motion of the speeder had a whiplike 
              effect on the tow cable, lifting the Headhunter up a bit, and then 
              slamming it back down.

            "Detach cable!"

            Janson flipped a switch, and the tow cable lanyard pulled itself 
              out of the snowspeeder's rear compartment just as the Z-95 hit the 
              ground. The right wing crumpled as the Z-95 hit, and the craft began 
              to spin before catching on fire. The pilot ejected from the critically 
              damaged craft, just barely getting clear before it exploded.

            9-LOM's snowspeeder dipped a bit, and then began to slow down. 
              "We're losing power, auxiliary heater, offline. Engine thrusters, 
              offline. Weapons systems, offline. I'm gonna bring it in for a landing. 
              We're gonna have to walk for the rest of this trip." 9-LOM heard 
              Janson sigh, and then he landed the speeder and got out. Janson 
              hopped out, carrying the solution's container and an emergency pack, 
              which is standard issue on all recon missions.

            "Here, you take this," Janson said as he hefted the large emergency 
              pack to 9-LOM. 9-LOM took it, and slung it over his shoulders. "How 
              far are we from Echo Base?"

            "The last reading said about 4 klicks. Not too bad." 

            "Maybe not for you. You're a machine. I'm a human, and it's cold 
              out here."

            "Quit griping."

            "I like griping"

            They continued on like this for another few minutes, with Janson 
              griping, and 9-LOM telling him to shut up, before something dawned 
              on 9-LOM.

            "Hey Janson, check the container."

            "Oh yeah?" He said as he pulled the capsule out of his backpack, 
              and held it to the light. "Oh damn."

            "What is it?"

            "It's starting to crystallize. We've got problems"

            "Yeah, we do. We'd better get back to base as soon as possible. 
              You have a comm on you?"

            "No, It was damaged when we took the snowspeeder down. Sorry."

            "Well, it looks like we'll be sticking together until we get to 
              base, or they send someone out to find us."

            "Great. They'll probably send someone out when this bomb 
              we're carrying goes off" 9-LOM said.

            So the two of them trudged on through the snow, the container continued 
              to crystallize, and the sun began to set. It was pretty boring, 
              but it didn't stay that way.

            "Put your hands up!" called a voice from behind Janson, who instinctively 
              did as he was told. 9-LOM turned to see a human of about medium 
              height with short brown hair, holding a holdout blaster to the back 
              of Wes Janson's head. "I want that capsule. You shot down my partner, 
              but I am not going away from here empty-handed."

            9-LOM took advantage of the apparent pirate's involvement with 
              holding Janson hostage and whipped out his machine pistol, leveling 
              it off at the pirate's head. "Drop it, or I'll put you all over 
              the snow. It won't be any big loss to me."

            The pirate spun to fire on 9-LOM, but the droid was faster, stepping 
              in towards the man and elbowing him in the gut, then kicking him 
              in the shin. 9-LOM then grabbed the pistol from the man's hand, 
              and lobbed it out into the snow. "I suggest you do as your told." 
            

            Janson turned around and unholstered his own standard-issue blaster 
              pistol, aiming at the pirate. "I figured you'd had enough when we 
              towed you into the ground."

            "I don't die easily," the pirate said with a smirk. 

            "Well, it doesn't look like you're getting the capsule from us," 
              9-LOM said. "I doubt you know the real deal behind it, and anyway, 
              how are you going to get off-planet if you do manage to somehow 
              get it from us"

            "Um, I didn't think of that."

            "That's what I thought."

            "Hey, it could be worse. The solution could have started crystallizing"

            However, a slight hissing emanating from Janson's pack interrupted 
              their conversation. Janson quickly shrugged the pack off, and pulled 
              out the container holding the solution. It was almost completely 
              crystallized now, and the top was starting to hiss, as if pressure 
              was building inside. Janson dropped the container out of reflex, 
              but 9-LOM stepped in and caught it before it could hit the snow. 
            

            "You moron! Dropping it in the snow would just accelerate the crystallization 
              process. Do you want it to blow up right here and now" 9-LOM exclaimed.

            "Whoa now, Crystallization process? Blow up? What are you talking 
              about?"

            "Son, you clearly don't know what you're dealing with here, do 
              you?" 9-LOM inquired.

            "My boss said I was to pick up a container of some highly-valuable 
              liquid off of a Corellian Corvette."

            "That's all he told you" 

            "Um, yeah."

            "What we're holding here is a bomb. If it gets cold, it 
              crystallizes. When it's done crystallizing, it'll vaporize a large 
              chunk of wherever it is. I do not want to be around when 
              that happens. Does this make more sense to you now?" 

            The pirate stepped back a foot, then stared wide-eyed at the bomb, 
              then at 9-LOM, and then at Janson. "I'm getting out of here!"

            "Oh no you're not," Janson said. "We need to bring you in for interrogation. 
              Besides, if we let you go, who knows where you'll go, or what you'll 
              do. You're with us now."

            The pirate's shoulders slumped, and he stepped back towards the 
              two Alliance personnel. "Alright, you win."

            "I knew he'd see it our way," Janson said with a grin.

            The three of them trekked on into the fields of ice as the sun 
              began to set. The wind picked up, and the temperature dropped. Janson 
              pulled out a field lamp from the emergency pack, and turned it on. 
              It did very little in the windy snowstorm that swirled around them. 
              Eventually, the three of them stopped to rest, setting up an emergency 
              tent and passing emergency rations amongst themselves. 9-LOM didn't 
              eat anything, being a droid.

            "By the way, my name's Harker. Mitchell Harker," the pirate said 
              suddenly.

            "What?" Janson asked as he started to doze off.

            "My name. It's Mitchell Harker."

            "Ah, I'm Wes Janson, and my partner for this lovely evening is 
              9-LOM, part of the Infiltrators, I think."

            "This is correct."

            Harker nodded, and looked around. "Well, what do we do now?"

            "We wait until daylight, and then we can keep moving."

            "Is it going to get much colder?"

            "This is Hoth. Of course it gets colder."

            "Great."

            "Hey, at least the bomb seems to have stabilized itself."

            The container took this opportunity to start hissing again, louder 
              than before. Janson lifted it out of the pack, and shone the emergency 
              light on it.

            "Uh oh."

            "If there's any one thing I learned from being a protocol droid, 
              it's that 'uh oh' is bad in any language. It's done crystallizing, 
              isn't it?"

            "Yep," Janson replied with a nod.

            "Well, can't we rig up some sort of beacon or something? Something 
              that'll get someone down here to help us?" Harker asked.

            "Nope, my comm's busted," Janson said.

            "I can rig up something, if you know the Alliance base frequency, 
              and if you've got a transmitter and some sort of power source." 
              Harker said as the hissing increased.

            "It might work?" Janson replied as he pulled out his comm unit, 
              and popped it open. He handed it to Harker, who started fiddling 
              with some wires.

            "I just need a power source now."

            "I've got one," 9-LOM said.

            "Where?" Janson and Harker asked in unison.

            "In my head. My servomotor generator can create enough charge to 
              run a comm for a while, at least."

            "Better than nothin'" Harker said as 9-LOM popped open a panel 
              on the back of this head, and told Janson what to remove.

            "Remember, I won't be able to move, but I'll still be able to talk. 
              No funny-business."

            "Oh, like kicking you while you're down, or spray-painting you 
              weird colors, or?" Janson asked.

            "Yeah, that kind of stuff. If you do any of that, I swear"

            "You'll do what?" Janson asked as he removed the power generator. 
              "You can't move," he said with a grin.

            "I, oh, yeah."

            Harker rigged up the generator to the comm, and fiddled with it 
              a bit. "Alright, I just need the Alliance frequency, and then I'll 
              start transmitting a distress beacon message."

            Janson tapped in the code, and the homemade beacon started up.

            "Sir," Toryn Farr, Echo Base's comm officer said to Carlist Rieekan, 
              the commanding officer of the Rebel base. "I've got a distress beacon 
              at mark 2.16. It's along the vector that the Recon 2 snowspeeder 
              took before we lost contact. Should I send a scout?"

            "Wait on that, Farr. We'll see what we pick up."

            "As ordered sir."

            

            "Well, the beacon's up" Harker said, but then the hissing got 
              louder from the container. "Oh man, this is bad."

            "Ya' think? When did the idea dawn on you?" Janson asked sarcastically. 
              "Well, I say we unhook the beacon, and start 9-LOM here back up" 
              Janson rose to unplug the generator from the comm unit.

            "No! We'll stand a better chance if we leave the beacon up."

            "Are you crazy?" 9-LOM asked.

            "We are not leaving 9-LOM here. Now give me the generator, so we 
              can leave. Besides, what good does the beacon do us if this capsule 
              explodes while we sit next to it?"

            "Yes, yes, do what Janson says." 9-LOM said hastily.

            Janson reached over and unplugged the beacon, and then set it back 
              in place in the back of 9-LOM's head. 9-LOM stood, and then gestured 
              for the three of them to start off.

            "What about the container?" Janson asked.

            "What about it? I'm not prepared to hold it as it explodes. I want 
              to live past today."

            "Good point." Janson said, and then hurried over to 9-LOM's side 
              as he broke into a jog. 

            "I say we get the hell outta here, as fast as we can," 9-LOM said, 
              hearing the hiss from the container increase in volume. The container 
              cracked, and the crystal spread out from the container. Harker caught 
              up with them, and the three of them sprinted through the snow, desperate 
              to get as far away from the cooling time bomb as they could.

            They got out about two hundred meters before Harker stopped, struggling 
              to catch his breath. "How much farther before we're clear?"

            "I don't know. Echo Base didn't tell us-"

            And that's when the bomb went off. Night turned to day as the container 
              lit up the sky. The crystal structure completely forming and igniting, 
              blowing the emergency camp apart before the explosion started to 
              spread. The shockwave hit the three of them like gale-force winds, 
              lifting them up and throwing them backwards. They hit the ground 
              hard, and that's when everything went black.

            "Sir, the beacon is gone. We've lost contact."

            "Well, keep scanning the sector-"

            The scanners lit up as they picked up the explosion. A few seconds 
              later, the shockwave rolled in and rocked the foundation of the 
              base a bit, causing some loose snow to drop from the ceiling.

            Daylight came up on the fields of Hoth shining off the newly fallen 
              snow. The debris had settled, and 9-LOM brought himself online, 
              and found himself staring into the face of Harker.

            "Syntax error'system malfunction," 9-LOM mumbled before he righted 
              himself, and got his bearings. "What happened?"

            "You took a blow to the head, apparently," 9-LOM heard Janson's 
              voice and he looked to his left. Janson walked over, a bruise on 
              his right cheek, but otherwise okay. He grinned widely and held 
              up his comm. "The explosion jarred my comm, and it's fixed. I called 
              in Echo Base, and they're sending a rescue team. We're gonna be 
              alright. By the way, you've mumbled about 'syntax' on two separate 
              occasions. Any particular fascination with that word?"

            9-LOM stood, and dusted snow off his armored chassis. "It's part 
              of what I am. Mechanical language for the droid part, sentence structure 
              for the protocol programming. I guess it's just something I can't 
              abandon."

            "Well, 9-LOM sounds a little ungainly. Would you mind being called 
              'syntax'?"

            9-LOM thought about this for a moment, and then looked at Janson.

            "Why no, no I wouldn't," 9-LOM, or rather, Syntax, replied.

            "Syntax, it has a nice ring to it," Harker said with a grin.

            "Yes, it does, doesn't it?" the droid replied as a pair of rescue 
              snowspeeders skimmed overhead and slowed to a stop. 

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Poetic Injustice: Nova's Tale

            "Hey, Josh."

            Lt. Col. Chris "Animal" Stephen and Maj. Marc "Prowler" Desrosiers 
              stood in the doorway of their newest pilot's quarters in the dimly 
              lit cabin deck of the cruiser Liberty. Josh Caton sat on 
              his bunk with a datapad in his lap, staring at the wall opposite 
              him, oblivious to his commanding officer's presence.

            Prowler noticed Josh had a few still-unpacked moving trunks scattered 
              about his quarters, although the new pilot had managed to set up 
              a storage shelf containing numerous datacards and a few old-fashioned 
              papyr-bound books.

            "Hey, Josh!" Animal said again, but got no reaction from Josh, 
              who continued his blank stare. Animal nudged his executive officer 
              with an elbow and spoke again, this time much louder than before.

            "Second Lieutenant Caton!"

            With a start, Josh jumped, banging his head on the wall in the 
              process. He scrambled to his feet, nearly tripping over one of the 
              packing boxes as his datapad fell to the floor. When he regained 
              his balance, Nova turned toward his commanding officer, slapping 
              his arms down to his sides and making his body his rigid in an unintentionally 
              comical display of military respect. Prowler could barely contain 
              his amusement as Josh stood wincing from the headache he'd given 
              himself.

            "Yes, sir!"

            "At ease, Josh, at ease. The major and I just wanted to see how 
              you're getting settled in here." 

            Josh slumped and rubbed the knot forming on the back of his head. 
              His face flushed with embarrassment as he realized why Prowler was 
              smiling.

            "Thank, you sir. I'm still unpacking, as you can tell."

            Animal stooped to pick up the datapad Nova had been holding.

            "What's this you're reading, if you don't mind my asking? Looks 
              like you were pretty caught up in it."

            "Oh, that? It's nothing, sir. Just passing the time."

            Animal smirked. "Don't give me that. I've been doing this long 
              enough to know what was behind that blank stare."

            "Sir?"

            "You had that look in your eyes. I've seen it in new pilots and 
              old admirals, bridge crewmen and the cooks in the mess. It's the 
              look that we get when we're thinking of how we got involved in this 
              whole rebellion in the first place."

            Nova opened his mouth as if to protest, but stopped. Animal recognized 
              he'd been right on the money.

            "It's sad but true that many of us had to go through something 
              traumatic to realize we needed stand up and fight," Animal added. 
              "If that's the case, you're not alone, but you don't have to talk 
              about it if you don't want to."

            Nova shook his head in acknowledgment. "No, it's okay. It's good 
              to remember why we're here. That's why I was reading it in the first 
              place."

            Animal began reading aloud from Josh's datapad.

             
            "Why stay, while the spiral spins?

            Spawning a new season

            Dawning a new day

            Making old into new

            Why stay, while the spiral spins?

            New air in aging lungs

            New dirt ?neath weary feet

            New beauty in tired eyes.

             
            "What's this?" Buccaneer's CO asked, returning the datapad to Josh.

            "It's Devaronian du'koure poetry, this particular one by 
              a poet named Ullicankara. Du'koure is a sort of lyrical celebration 
              of the Devaronian cultural longing for exploration and travel."

            Prowler asked, "You like it?"

            "Not especially. Most du'koure isn't very good, but Ullicankara 
              is better at it than most. I usually read fiction, and sometimes 
              the really out there stuff from cultures and races that don't think 
              as linearly as humans and humanoid species do." Nova paused, as 
              if contemplating continuing. "I was reading this poem the day of 
              the riot."

            "Riot?" Prowler inquired.

            "On Charmath, where I went to school after leaving Carida. I was 
              holed up in my dormitory preparing for a deconstruction criticism 
              course, reading this volume of Ullicankara," Nova said. "Then the 
              shouting started. A smattering at first, swelling to a mild rumble.

            "Hundreds of students from as many races, gathering near the huge 
              and elaborate stepway of Seoni Hall, the administrative building 
              of the university. At first, I didn't think much of it. There'd 
              been a number of anti-Imperial protests since I'd enrolled at Charmath, 
              and this one seemed only a little louder than normal. I think it 
              was organized by a group openly supportive of the Alliance, but 
              the main thrust of the demonstration was a protest against new travel 
              restrictions that had been placed on nonhumans. Limited the number 
              of offworld trips they could take per standard year, duration of 
              trips, that kind of thing. Those new rules were placed on all of 
              Farfin Sector, as I understood it.

            "Students were gathering and chanting things like, 'the stars are 
              all of ours!? and 'let them leave!? I glanced out my window and 
              was shocked at the size of the crowd. Even so, it wasn't hard to 
              spot my friend Tulk there in that mass of beings. There were probably 
              only four or five Verpine on the whole planet at the time. So I 
              went out to join him. If he thought it this was important, then 
              I thought so too.

            "I found myself overwhelmed with the whole thing as I made my way 
              to Tulk. The university had quite a large nonhuman enrollment for 
              a world in Imperial territory, and they were all out there, raising 
              their fists or similar appendages in the air and spouting their 
              slogans. You get caught up in something like that. I couldn't help 
              but join in the chanting myself."

            Nova paused for a moment, and stroked his trim goatee thoughtfully.

            "I'm still not sure whether I believed in what I was saying then 
              or was just an impressionable kid. But one thing's for sure, when 
              the stormtroopers arrived, I got mad as hell. We all did. It was 
              probably just a couple units, but it seemed like a legion of them. 
              They tried to get us to disperse, but we all gathered even closer 
              together and defiantly clustered on the massive duracrete stepstructure 
              at Seoni's entrance."

            "And by then, of course, the students were louder than ever," Prowler 
              interjected.

            "That's right. When the stormtroopers showed up, it validated everything 
              the students were saying and only made us more resolute in our protests. 
              I remember standing with Tulk on one side and this Sullustan on 
              the other, sweating like crazy, shouting "Tyrants!" at the tops 
              of our lungs at the stormies. We were packed in like droids on a 
              sandcrawler."

            "Sounds like fun," Animal said with just a hint of sarcasm.

            "It was," Nova replied with a smile. "It really was. Fun, that 
              is, until we heard the scout walkers approaching. You could hear 
              their legs clanging in the near distance before you could see actually 
              see the things. Then the first one rounded the corner from behind 
              the big library." Nova sat down on his bunk and looked at the floor. 
              "I remember thinking I had never been so scared. Something wasn't 
              right. This wasn't that serious. There was no reason to crack down 
              with heavy artillery like AT-STs. Not for a student protest of some 
              travel rules."

            "Maybe it was Charmath's governor flexing his muscles a bit, a 
              demonstration of his power," Prowler suggested, "trying to enforce 
              that rule he'd established."

            "No, you see, that's what had me worried. Governor Blaynes didn't 
              institute those travel rules. The edict had come down from the sector 
              Moff. Blaynes was a joke of a governor and a shell of a ruler. After 
              a few years of rising through the ranks, he'd finally made himself 
              comfortable, and wasn't much interested in making waves anymore 
              or moving up within the Empire. All he wanted to do was keep being 
              governor. In fact, his lax rule is one of the reasons I went to 
              Charmath in the first place. Easier for the AWOL son of an Academy 
              instructor to disappear.

            "No, it wasn't Blaynes who called in the big guns. It wasn't his 
              idea anyway, I'm sure of it. My guess is it was Blaynes? media relations 
              advisor Jelton Vilance.

            "Huh?" Prowler questioned. "What kind of image manager has the 
              power to mobilize Imperial AT-STs?" 

            "I'm getting to that," said Nova. "Vilance always struck me as 
              a real parasite of a lifeform, even more so than the typical public 
              relations talking head. He'd followed Blaynes? rise through the 
              Imperial political system, from city prefect to policy minister 
              to Governor. It wasn't much of a secret that Vilance once had aspirations 
              of being an Imp politico himself, but it's said he was held back 
              by his own less-than-human heritage. He looked almost human, 
              but the irises of his eyes were black. And he had a mouthful of 
              pointed teeth, sort of like a Twi'lek's but with more of them. Good 
              thing for him he doesn't smile much, because it looks nasty."

            "So since he couldn't be a politician himself, this Vilance was 
              trying to ride Blaynes? coattails as far up the Imperial ladder 
              as he could," Animal said.

            "That's what I think," Nova replied, noticing as Prowler began 
              punching keys on his own datapad. "My suspicions were that Blaynes 
              was a puppet, and Vilance was the one calling the shots, manipulating 
              the governor to do whatever he desired in the name of publicity. 
              For instance, during my first year at school, someone from the administration 
              leaked reports of glit abuse in a low-income housing zone. Though 
              no evidence was ever found, the leak killed an investment initiative 
              that had been in the works for the area. Rumors pegged Vilance as 
              the source of the false leak.

            "In another case, Vilance made several speeches, ostensibly on 
              the governor's behalf, questioning the environmental safety of the 
              local orti manufacturing plant. It was a complete fabrication, but 
              a week later, with public opinion shifting, Blaynes shut down the 
              plant, forcing several thousand Turana to leave the city when there 
              wasn't enough orti for them to eat.

            "And," Nova said, "I think it was Vilance who convinced Blaynes 
              it would be of some benefit to the governor's comfortable lifestyle 
              if he squashed our little demonstration with a spectacular show 
              of force.

            "I guess from a certain sadistic point of view, it was spectacular 
              enough," Nova continued, his voice quieter than before. "Someone 
              fired a shot. Sounded like a heavy blaster to me, but with all the 
              shouting I wasn't sure. I don't know who pulled the trigger or who 
              the target was, but that's what started it. A collective scream 
              came from the students. Some tried to duck, but there was nowhere 
              to go, shoulder-to-shoulder on the stepstructure like we were. A 
              second shot rang out, moments after the first. That one I'm sure 
              came from a stormie. Then another, and another. Some of the students 
              had apparently come armed and were returning fire. Suddenly, it 
              was a crossfire. I was terrified. There was no where to run.

            "I've heard people say that traumas happen to them in slow motion, 
              but this was somewhere between a blur and a frenzy for me. I remember 
              feeling my chest compress as the students around me started shoving, 
              trying to get out of the firefight. I saw a Duro kid fall and get 
              trampled. A Snivvian's chest exploded in a cloud of blue blood from 
              a blaster bolt. I heard a human girl scream weakly as she was crushed 
              against the sides the stepway."

            Animal shook his head sympathetically. "That's got to be tough 
              to witness."

            "It got worse. One of the students shot and killed a stormtrooper. 
              Whoever was commanding the Imps must have snapped, because that's 
              when the AT-STs opened fire. One of the walkers tracked fire on 
              the students fleeing the scene, the other ?" Nova stood up and began 
              pacing the room impatiently, idly rubbing the back of his neck with 
              his palm.

            "I wish I could say I've never seen 15 lives extinguished in an 
              instant by a blaster bolt. I certainly wish I could say I've never 
              seen it twice. But the walker let fly with a one-two punch from 
              its chin cannon, and at least 30 beings-packed in as closely as 
              we were-were slaughtered instantly. I still can't believe that someone 
              could sit in that AT-ST, look out at that crowd of kids, and still 
              press the trigger to murder them. My knees buckled from the impact 
              and my eyes hurt from the flash. I suddenly I felt like there wasn't 
              enough air to breathe. Students began diving over the sides of the 
              stepstructure, some of them falling to their deaths, as it began 
              to break apart. The walker fired again. I was trying desperately 
              to get off that stepway before I became the next student martyr, 
              or before another laser salvo sent the whole structure crashing 
              down on top of all of us. I shoved Tulk toward the side and glanced 
              back toward the AT-ST. It was lining up a shot in our direction.

            "I put two hands in Tulk's back gave him a shove. I watched my 
              friend tumble over the edge of the stepstructure as duracrete shattered 
              around me and a searing pain shot through my right arm and shoulder 
              and part of my right leg. I can't remember whether I screamed. There 
              was too much screaming anyway for mine to matter much." Nova pointed 
              to his upper arm and shoulder. "The walker's blast had ?grazed? 
              me, if you can call turning a workable limb into a hunk of smoking 
              meat a ?grazing? shot. My face blistered from the superheated air. 
              I fell down, lightheaded from the pain I guess, and landed next 
              to the charred and still-hot corpse of an Ishi Tib. The last thing 
              I remember is looking into that dead creature's empty eyes before 
              I passed out."

            Animal thought he noticed Nova shudder, slightly. He wondered whether 
              Nova realized he was now holding his shoulder where the injury had 
              occurred. "The final death total was 93. Only two were stormtroopers," 
              said Nova, distantly. "It was the last time I saw Tulk. They shut 
              down the university and deported all nonhumans who were involved 
              in the demonstration. Probably shipped them to prison camps. If 
              Tulk survived, he was gone by the time I recovered from my injuries.

            "When I came to," Nova continued, "I was floating in a bacta bath 
              at the FourC, the Charmath Community Care Center. You know you can't 
              cry when you're submerged in bacta? I found that out. I spent four 
              days there, wondering what would happen to me when they finally 
              brought me out. 

            "The weird thing is, that poem from Ullicankara kept repeating, 
              over and over again in my head while I convalesced in the bacta. 
              The last stanza in particular, which you didn't get to, sir." Nova 
              recited the verse from memory. "?The spiral still spins/ Make 
              the new/ Else the new make you.?" He repeated the lines with 
              added emphasis, as if contemplating their significance for the first 
              time. "?The spiral still spins/ Make the new/ Else the new make 
              you.? At some point, while floating in that bacta tank, I made 
              a decision to try and change things in this galaxy-'make the new,? 
              so to speak. I didn't know then if that meant joining the rebellion 
              or doing something else. But I was tired of letting other people 
              make the world around me, and make it miserably at that. Three months 
              later, I was a rebel." 

            Prowler raised his eyes from the datapad he'd been working with 
              and gave a concerned look to Animal. He handed the datapad to the 
              Buccaneer CO.

            "Well," Animal said with a sigh. "Here's one I didn't see coming. 
              Prowler has discovered that as of two months ago, Charmath has a 
              new governor. Blaynes, it seems, died in freak repulsorcab accident."

            "Hmph," Nova replied, "I guess that means that little carnivore 
              Vilance's career is over."

            Animal and Prowler exchanged glances. "Hardly," Animal said. "Jelton 
              Vilance has been appointed governor of Charmath."

            "What?" Nova said in disbelief. "How could that happen? A PR goon 
              appointed governor?"

            "Maybe he's even better at the manipulation game than you thought. 
              There is a fine line between the politicians and their spin 
              doctors," Prowler said. "Sounds to me like this Vilance is a potentially 
              dangerous man."

            "I guess it's evidence that he's been more in control than I had 
              suspected," Nova said, allowing tone of disgust to enter his voice. 
              "And his appointment seems to show he's made some friends on Imperial 
              Center. Powerful friends, to get a non-human, non-politician awarded 
              an Imperial governorship. I don't like the implications of that." 
              He gritted his teeth, but then forced a confident smile. "Governor 
              Vilance, eh? I would love to have the chance to remove that bloodsucker 
              from office. Maybe with a well-placed proton torpedo."

            "Well, Josh, if this Vilance is as cunning as you say he is, we 
              may just get that chance before this war is over." said Animal. 
              "My gut tells me we need to keep an eye on him. I'll talk to Dentran 
              and get his thoughts."

            Animal reached out and shook Josh's hand before turning toward 
              the door. Prowler did the same. "Nice talking to you, Josh. And 
              nice to have you aboard." The Bucc officers were about to leave 
              when Prowler stopped.

            "Seems to me there's one item your story didn't wrap up, Nova," 
              Prowler said. "At no point did you mention what your favorite drink 
              is, or how it came to be your favorite."

            "Uh, Caridan Hills Ale," Nova responded, wondering what Prowler 
              was getting at. "My father and I shared one the night I left home. 
              Why do you ask?"

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Gone to Ground

            "And then the first guy says, 'But I haven't got any more mynocks!'" 
              A roar of laughter chorused around the Liberty's Lounge, in response 
              to Matt "Krayt" Houseman's joke. 

            "Oh man... that one's a keeper," Vince "Stryker" Rambo, Rogue Leader, 
              said, wiping a bit of lager off his chin with a napkin and then 
              clapping his XO on the back "You know any better ones?"

            "Better ones? Well, my father told that one to me - he knew a thousand 
              of 'em. I don't remember too many that topped it, but I do know 
              some that are about 'on par' with them," Krayt replied with a grin.

            "'On par'?" Marc "Prowler" Derosiers, Buccaneer XO, inquired. "I 
              suppose that'll do." He slowly smiled, then glanced around to the 
              other pilots in close proximity: Josh "Nova" Caton, Chris "Animal" 
              Stephen, Buccaneer Leader, Andy "Bulldog" Clark, and Chris "Jalb_k" 
              Reynolds, Corsair Leader.

            "Alright, alright," Krayt surrendered, "So there was this Ithorian, 
              and he..." Krayt trailed off, looking up a bit and over Prowler's 
              shoulder, towards the door to the lounge. The best droid pilot in 
              Rogue, 9-LOM, "Syntax" - who also happened to be the only droid 
              pilot in Rogue - slowly walked in, surveying his surroundings and 
              fixing his gaze on the table at which the other pilots sat. Krayt 
              noted that the droid lacked his rifle and pistol, which he normally 
              kept on him at all times, and figured the pilot had just come from 
              the simulators

            "'Rescue from Prison Ship Dargon' is a real annoyance," Syntax 
              said dejectedly to no one in particular, confirming Krayt's hunch.

            "That it is, Syntax," Bulldog nodded his consent.

            "Well, that's expected," Prowler interjected.

            "Excuse me?" Syntax said, snapping his gaze over to rest on Prowler's 
              face, a hint of menace in his voice - very uncharacteristic of the 
              LOM-series protocol droid that Syntax started his existence off 
              as.

            "You're a droid. It's common knowledge that droids will never be 
              the best pilots. They're limited by their programming," Prowler 
              continued.

            "What do you mean by this? I write my own programming."

            "Regardless, you're still limited by what you are. A thinking, 
              walking machine."

            "with the ability to learn," Syntax added.

            "But what you lack is the ability to program random actions. You 
              may be able to track patterns, and compile patterns into probable 
              courses of action, and execute the one that will best accomplish 
              their goals. You do this, yes?" Prowler asked.

            "Yes."

            "Thus, you're limited to what you know. The reason you fail in 
              the simulator is that it's programmed from thousands of hours flown 
              by organic pilots. Pilots with the ability to reason on-the-fly, 
              play hunches, toss in wildcards, and mess with their opponent's 
              minds."

            "You forget that I have enhanced reflexes. Reflexes that can beat 
              out any organic creature."

            "Reflexes that are still based around your programming, which can't 
              cope with random events."

            This shut Syntax up, and he looked around at the other pilots, 
              then back at the entrance to the Lounge. He then looked back at 
              Prowler, and finally spoke.

            "Prowler, come with me. Now."

            "Ahem, perhaps you forget this?" Prowler replied, tapping his Major 
              insignia on his flight jacket.

            "We are in 'no d'cor'. Suit up. We are going for a ride."

            "Syntax, what's the meaning of this?" Stryker said as he slowly 
              stood, grinning a bit with bemusement.

            "I am being spontaneous, sir. Permission to be spontaneous?" the 
              droid replied.

            "Granted. Carry on."

            Prowler looked back at Animal, who nodded. "I want to see this"

            "Good, then it is settled. Prowler, meet me in the simulator rooms. 
              We are going to the Pilot's Proving Ground." Syntax said, and then 
              left the cantina, Prowler on his heels.

            "I don't think we wanna miss this" Jalb_k said as he rose and 
              walked out.

            "Not at all," Stryker said. He turned to Krayt. "Put up a message 
              to all off-duty personnel. This should be good."

            

            Twenty minutes later, Syntax and Prowler stood in the Liberty's 
              simulator room. Stryker walked towards the two pilots, carrying 
              a datapad.

            "The contest is this: three races, the Ringer 1, Ringer 2, and 
              Salvage Yard. Best two out of three, no holds barred. The craft 
              selection will be the A-wing. Is this understood?" Both pilots nodded. 
              "Excellent. Get to your craft, and give us a show." Stryker grinned, 
              then walked off.

            Syntax glanced to Prowler, then climbed up into his A-wing, and 
              the Buccaneer pilot did likewise. They closed their cockpits, and 
              the sims engaged the program for Ringer 1.

            "Comm check, pilots," Stryker said, seeing the pilots settle into 
              position at the start of the course, Syntax slightly ahead of Prowler.

            "Roger," Prowler came back.

            "Online," Syntax replied.

            "Good. The objective of this course, as you probably know, is to 
              get through the course of rings before your opponent. Cannons on 
              the rings are set to fire ion cannons this time through, so you 
              won't die or anything," the pilots heard Bulldog chuckle in the 
              background. "Destroying the control boxes disables the rings."

            Suddenly, Syntax's warning lights lit up as Prowler fired a volley 
              of laser fire from his A-wing right up Syntax's engines.

            "What was that, Major? An emotional release?" Syntax replied, pointing 
              out that the cannon fire had done nothing to the A-wing's shields 
              or systems.

            "Oh yes, I forgot to add. The cannon systems of your A-wings have 
              been programmed to fire spotting lasers, which will slow down your 
              opponent's craft. Nothing more." There was a muffled curse from 
              Prowler's craft, and another chuckle from Bulldog.

            "Alright pilots," Animal said over the comm "We'll start this now. 
              On your marks in three, two, one, go!"

            The two A-wings launched away and into the ring course, Prowler 
              firing a volley of lasers up Syntax's engines and causing him to 
              slow down. However, he didn't anticipate Syntax pulling up on the 
              stick as Prowler tried to pass overhead, and his A-wing collided 
              with it at full-speed, launching off it like a ramp and up over 
              the second ring, after the first one had accelerated him to over 
              200 Megalights. Prowler launched off the course, just as Syntax 
              throttled back up and through the first few rings.

            "Mr. Derosiers," Stryker said, in the most pleasant voice he could 
              manage, "Please try to stay on the course." 

            Prowler snarled, and pulled his ship back down and onto the course. 
              However, Syntax was already a good 12 rings ahead - a tough lead 
              to recover from. 

            Syntax's A-wing raced through the rings, paying little attention 
              to the mounted lasers that were chipping away at his shields. Prowler 
              was gradually catching up, and knew not to plow into Syntax this 
              time he tried to pass him. Syntax raced down around a wide arc of 
              rings, wide enough that Prowler's laser blasts sailed back behind 
              Syntax's engines. The rings continued to count down on both pilots' 
              displays. Suddenly, a laser blast punched through Syntax's aft shield. 
              Syntax cut back his throttle and sent his craft into a controlled 
              spin, allowing Prowler to inadvertently regain some more lost distance. 
              Rings rushed by at manic pace, the two pilots relying wholly on 
              reflexes to get them through the course.

            The counter continued to count down as the two pilots pulled through 
              a course of harrying turns and loops, until they reached the final 
              twenty. Syntax took a blast directly in the engines, which cut his 
              speed back. Prowler pulled up behind him, shunting some power into 
              his cannons and firing a blast up Syntax's engines. Prowler blasted 
              ahead as Syntax's A-wing slowed down.

            "Yeeha!" Prowler whooped as he raced ahead, Syntax struggling to 
              keep up. As they reached the home stretch, Syntax fired off a wild 
              laser shot, catching Prowler's left engine. He slowed a bit, allowing 
              Syntax to pull up underneath him. Syntax yanked back on the stick, 
              lifting his nose into the underside of Prowler's craft and forcing 
              it up into the final ring, instantly stopping its forward motion. 
              Prowler's head snapped forward as his craft abruptly stopped, and 
              Syntax continued through the ring for the first victory.

            "Winner of round one is Syntax, Rogue Four!" Stryker said over 
              the comm, causing a chorus of cheers from the viewers in the Liberty, 
              a fair percentage of which were astromech units. "We are resetting 
              now all ion damage done to your craft, please wait while we upload 
              round two."

            The screens on the two simulators blacked out, and then flashed 
              up with the second course, Ringer 2.

            "Alright people, as you already know, this is the extended version 
              of Ringer 1. It is double the length, and as an added hazard, it 
              has lasers mounted on the front and back of the rings on the second 
              half of the course," Stryker said. "All weapon configurations for 
              both the rings and your craft are the same. Prepare to race."

            "Starting in three, two, one, go!" Animal said, indicating the 
              start of the race.

            Again, Syntax's slight starting lead allowed him to pull out in 
              front from the beginning, and again Prowler fired a blast of laser 
              energy up Syntax's engines, cutting his speed back to only 75 Megalights. 
              However, this time Prowler didn't cruise straight up Syntax's aft 
              and subsequently off the course, and instead put his ELS at 75/0, 
              allowing for speed while keeping his lasers from draining. He rocketed 
              through the first seven rings of the course, blasting out the control 
              boxes on those rings with lasers with pinpoint accuracy. Syntax, 
              meanwhile, slammed his throttle control all the way forward, taking 
              advantage of the safety increase Prowler had generated by shooting 
              the control boxes. It disabled the lasers for both pilots, and allowed 
              Syntax to blast through the course at full-tilt with very little 
              concern for the safety of his craft.

            Prowler looked over his shoulder, noting Syntax's rapid approach, 
              but suddenly snapped his head back around as a laser blast played 
              across the front of his ship - he'd entered the second half of the 
              course! Throttling back up and shunting power into his cannon system, 
              Prowler went into a lazy spin, allowing most of the shots to miss 
              his craft as he sped through the next six rings. Syntax, however, 
              had enough time to catch up to the Buccaneer pilot, and pull alongside 
              him. Prowler tried swinging his A-wing to the right, to hit Syntax, 
              but the droid pilot anticipated a move like that, pulling back on 
              the stick and allowing Prowler to slam into the inside of one of 
              the rings. Syntax launched ahead, evading as to avoid Prowler's 
              potshots from behind. Syntax's A-wing was pelted with shots from 
              the front and back of the rings, gradually depleting his shields 
              and capping off his speed, allowing Prowler to gradually pull into 
              range as the two pilots pulled into he 15-ring countdown. Syntax's 
              shields failed as Prowler pulled into laser range, firing a linked 
              blast up Syntax's two engines. The shots hit dead-on, stopping his 
              ship dead in space and allowing Prowler to pass him. Syntax tracked 
              Prowler's A-wing as he throttled up, and pulled the trigger - to 
              realize he had no laser power. He slammed the throttle forward, 
              accelerating through the next set of rings, and right in the range 
              of a laser-mounted ring. Since Syntax lacked shields, the ion blasts 
              played across his hull, disabling his craft. Warnings lit up everywhere, 
              but then went out as his ship went completely offline, klaxon systems 
              and all.

            Meanwhile, Prowler flew through the final ring, then decelerated.

            "Winner of round two is Prowler, Buccaneer Five!" Stryker said, 
              causing another chorus of cheers from the spectators. "Prepare for 
              the final round."

            The insides of both cockpits went black, and then uploaded round 
              three's course: Salvage Yard - Hot Fly Through.

            "Hot Fly Through? I thought this was just the Yard!" Prowler said, 
              noticing the bouncing debris in the entry chute to the Yard processing 
              station. Various pieces of metal and other materials ricocheted 
              around inside the chute at varying speeds, making the course hazardous 
              from the get-go.

            "Are you complaining? We could always just have you forfeit?" Syntax 
              trailed on.

            "Never. Let's rock."

            "That's what I like to hear from my pilots," Animal said.

            "This is it, gentlemen, and droid," Stryker said. "Winner takes 
              all, first to the finish line."

            "Prepare yourselves, pilots. Start in three, two, one, go!" Animal 
              said, indicating the beginning of the third and final round. Syntax 
              rocketed ahead and into the chute, Prowler tight on his tail. However, 
              Prowler didn't see a piece of metal come spinning off the side wall, 
              and it clipped the back end of his left engine. This sent him into 
              a wall, cutting his speed by half and lighting up his shield warning 
              as his A-wing ground against the unyielding wall. 

            Syntax, on the other hand, tracked the majority of the larger debris 
              pieces in his head, calculating velocities and trajectories up to 
              15 seconds into the future based on angles and speeds at which they 
              collided with the walls and each other. This allowed him to accurately 
              plot his course through the opening chute.

            Prowler accelerated, righting his craft and slamming the throttle 
              forward to full. He deftly evaded most of the debris, but noticed 
              something flash out of the corner of his eye. He looked up, then 
              cut his throttle to zero as a chunk of metal bounced in front of 
              his A-wing. It had nearly come down on his cockpit. Prowler throttled 
              back up and rocketed out of the opening chute, making a hard bank 
              to the right and towards the first collection room, where large 
              metal ingots began their journey into the smelting plant. Prowler 
              looked ahead, seeing Syntax round the corner and cruise into the 
              first set of accelerator rings.

            Syntax roared through the first three rings, but his speed was 
              cut short when a laser blast from one of the armed rings hit his 
              ship just behind the cockpit. He evaded slightly, but Prowler caught 
              up with him, pulling up underneath his craft and lifting it with 
              the nose of his A-wing. Syntax turned the joystick, struggling to 
              roll his craft to free it from Prowler's but his A-wing's left laser 
              cannon clipped the next accelerator ring. The front of the A-wing 
              was pulled through the ring, but the cannon was sheared clean off, 
              causing warning bells and whistles to go off within Syntax's craft. 
              Prowler pulled out ahead.

            "Ouch, that'll ruin your day," Animal whispered to Jalb_k, a big 
              grin on his face.

            Prowler cruised around the next set of rings, disabling the armed 
              ones by shooting the control boxes, dodging metal ingots floating 
              through the course but Syntax managed to catch up with him. The 
              left side of his A-wing was sparking, but it was still functional. 
              The two A-wings flew out of the final ring and into the smelter 
              proper. Laser cannons mounted on the ceiling fired deadly laser 
              blasts down into the molten metal - these weren't the ion cannons 
              that lined the accelerator rings. Prowler cut his speed to 33% and 
              pulled down and to the right, into the lava tubes. However, Prowler 
              misgauged the turn angle, clipping the wall on the left side, and 
              Syntax pulled in behind him. Syntax throttled up, drawing power 
              from his shields to increase engine capacity, and pulled in above 
              Prowler's craft. Prowler looked up, seeing the A-wing and then seeing 
              it angle up a bit.

            "Wha-?" was all Prowler managed to get out before Syntax's craft 
              came down hard on top of his, driving it into the molten metal. 
              Prowler's cockpit lit up with warnings as his shields failed, and 
              Syntax rocketed ahead around the first corner. Prowler pulled his 
              ship out, and accelerated, decidedly pissed off. The two A-wings 
              sped through the lava tubes, compensating for the sharp curves and 
              abrupt drop-offs. Towards the end, the tube leveled off, and there 
              was a lit opening in the roof. Syntax corkscrewed his A-wing, angling 
              up and into the opening, with Prowler hot on his tail. Inside the 
              next room, a row of centrifuges spun at varying speeds, separating 
              out the various metals from the smelter's molten mixture. Syntax 
              sped up, flying out of the opening and into the larger room. However, 
              Prowler took a direct hit on the left side of his craft as one of 
              the centrifuge arms came around at full speed slamming into his 
              A-wing and sending it spinning away. This drew a fair amount of 
              audible winces from the observing crowd watching the Liberty's simulator 
              playback screens.

            Syntax inverted his A-wing and timed it so it would fly out of 
              the large room just as the centrifuge came around again. He flew 
              through the narrow opening, leveling out again and flying above 
              one of the molten ingots. He flew out of the opening towards the 
              final set of accelerator rings, with Prowler following in hot pursuit. 
              Prowler loosed a laser blast, peppering Syntax's aft and slowing 
              it down, right in front of an armed ring. The ring opened fire, 
              depleting Syntax's shields and allowing Prowler to pass him by. 
              The two craft sped through the final rings at breakneck pace, Prowler 
              easily avoiding the laser blasts of the armed rings, and Syntax 
              right in his wake. In the final rings, Syntax took a blast right 
              in the engines, disabling them, and his ship began to slow.

            "Haha! Gotcha, Syntax," Prowler said, cruising on the final straight-away 
              to the finish line.

            Syntax lined up a shot, however, and pulled the trigger once, his 
              single functional cannon lancing out a beam of energy, playing squarely 
              across Prowler's aft. His speed reduced, Prowler's shieldless craft 
              slowed right into the sights of one of the armed rings, the trio 
              of ion blasts smacking his ship dead-on, taking it offline.

            Syntax, meanwhile, had enough momentum to carry himself through 
              another of the rings, boosting his speed a bit, which continually 
              carried him through another set, then past Prowler, and into the 
              container at the end for the victory.

            "The winner of round three, and subsequent winner of the contest, 
              is Syntax, Rogue Four!" Stryker said over the comm, a chorus of 
              cheers and a round of applause audible in the background.

            The simulator machines switched off and the two ace pilots hopped 
              out, greeted by claps on the back and another round of applause.

            "Nice shot," Prowler said to his droid opponent, extending his 
              right hand, a wide grin on his face.

            "Yeah, I get that a lot," Syntax replied, and took the extended 
              hand and shook it firmly.

            "Damn!" Animal mumbled behind them, fishing around in his pockets, 
              Jalb_k standing beside him, chuckling.

            The two contestants turned to look. "What is it, sir?" Prowler 
              asked.

            "Well, at the start of the race, Jalb_k and I made a little wager." 
              Prowler began to grin.

            "Lemme guess. You don't have the cash on you to pay up, do you?"

            "Nope."

            "Well, you could always pay for it via forms of potable liquids, 
              available at the Lounge?" Jalb_k suggested, his grin growing wider.

            "Hmm? that's not a bad idea. In fact" Animal turned to the chatting 
              crowd. "Free drinks on the victor, 9-LOM, Syntax!" he called out. 
              The crowd bellowed a cheer, and rushed out to the lounge.

            After the crowd cleared, Syntax turned to the Buccaneer commanding 
              officer. "There are easier and less-expensive ways to clear a crowd. 
              Like dropping a live thermal detonator in their midst, for example. 
              Or switching off the magnetic containment field in a hangar."

            "Yes, I know, but none of those will get the rest of the off-duty 
              crew pissed-drunk," Animal replied, and smiled.

            "And just think," Stryker said as he clapped the droid pilot on 
              the back, "they'll be toasting you, the best"

            "And only"

            "'droid pilot in the Alliance." The pilots exited the sim room, 
              walking back to the Lounge.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Jabberwock

            [Lambda Class T-4a Alliance Shuttle Home Bound]

            "Lieutenant Stone, estimated time to reversion please?"

            "Another forty-five minutes Captain, we should be at the Liberty 
              at 1400 hours." The tired copilot reclined back in his seat, and 
              closed his eyes for a second. "Why are we always tortured with these 
              runs to and from the Outer Rim?" 

            "Tortured?" Captain DeWitt shifted his eyes from the blue wormhole 
              the shuttle was sliding through to Stone. "I happen to like these 
              long runs, Lieutenant. I find it a lot safer then hauling cargo 
              in enemy territory."

            Stone leaned forward and swiveled towards Dewitt, snickering. He 
              was dissatisfied with his current position in the Alliance, and 
              everyone who had worked with him knew it. His sour disposition towards 
              his superiors had hindered any chance of him being transferred to 
              an infiltration fighter squadron that he had dreamed of since his 
              childhood. Stone's attitude had hurt his chances eight months ago 
              when Starfighter Command felt he was to immature to handle the responsibilities 
              as a pilot and thus it was decided that his services would be used 
              to aid more experienced veteran transport pilots. "I haven't seen 
              any Imperial activity since I was recruited to the Alliance," he 
              pointed his finger to the passenger hold, "...and I don't consider 
              shuttling around one passenger cargo. What are we nothing but cab 
              drivers, serving the Alliance's most respected VIP nobodies?"

            Stone's voice began to sound intolerable to DeWitt's ears, insulting 
              him a bit. "Lieutenant Stone, who are you to say that our passenger 
              is a nobody? That passenger, or should I say pilot," DeWitt stood 
              up and towered over his copilot, looking down on him, "has seen 
              more enemy action then you will probably ever see in your entire 
              career. I've reviewed the paper work that was given to me on him 
              and was quite impressed." DeWitt's short temper had been sparked 
              and there was no stopping his rave in defense of the young rebel. 
              "He has survived more strike missions then I have seen in years 
              from a pilot, and I think he deserves this current detail he's been 
              assigned." His large hands grabbed Stone's uniform and DeWitt lifted 
              him to his feet. Stone stared down at his boots as his superior 
              officer glared at him from an inch away, the vein in his forehead 
              throbbing. "I would rather ferry around one experienced veteran 
              then transport twenty new rookies that will most likely not see 
              the day after their first run in with hostile crafts."

            "I think I can understand where you're coming from, sir." The young 
              Lieutenant's voice was cracking under the pressure of DeWitt, his 
              answer sounding insincere.

            "You think?!" He released his grip on Stone. "I don't think you 
              understand at all Lieutenant. You have a severe attitude problem 
              son. You know that? And I have gotten quite sick of listening to 
              your whining for the last five months about how you deserve this 
              and that."

            "I'm sorry Captain, but I..."

            "But nothing Lieutenant! You have potential, but you need to stop 
              letting your mega ego take control of your emotions. It's ruining 
              your career."

            "So I have been told, sir."

            "Stone," DeWitt scratched the stubble on his chin, "I want you 
              to go back there and get acquainted with our passenger. He may be 
              a good influence on you. It's been almost 3 hours since I checked 
              on him anyway, and I would suspect he is getting bored of listening 
              to REBL 95."

            "I don't think that would be a good idea, sir." Stone watched as 
              DeWitt's face grimaced even more. "He seemed...um...a little odd, 
              when we picked him up... quiet. I don't think he is a big conversationalist, 
              sir." 

            "Who are you to pass judgment on someone you don't know?" DeWitt 
              turned his body from Stone, trying to recover from his fit. "You 
              are going to talk with him and maybe you'll learn something, like 
              respect. Understand me Lieutenant?"

            Stone let out a sigh of disapproval. "Yes sir."

            "Good." DeWitt grabbed his data pad from his left shirt pocket 
              and handed it to Stone. "This was the info given to me by our superiors 
              on our friend. It doesn't give much information, but it might give 
              you some idea what kind of person he is and not what you 
              think."

            Stone punched in the access code given to him by Captain DeWitt, 
              bringing up a file. 

            Accessing: Please Wait....

            1st Lieutenant Nick "Jasted" Finelli

              Service: 3.2 standard years.

              Statis: Reassignment (Classified)

              Origin: Mantooine - Atrivis Outer Rim

              Age: 20

              Biographical: 

              - Dark brown hair

              - Brown eyes

              - 1.80 meters

              - 75 kilos

              Background: Classified 

             
            Closing Personal....

            Accessing Alliance Assignments....

            Assigned to Gray Squadron as Gray 5(Tool), Advanced Intercept and 
              Recon.

              - Evac of Arconis Sector: Success. (Access Code needed for additional 
              information)

              - SAR for Commo Officer 2nd Lieutenant John "Scarface" Poole: Success. 
              (Additional information unavailable) 

              - Arconis Strike: Success, Gray/Blue Squadrons retake control of 
              Sector. (Access Code needed for additional information.)

            

            Assigned to Research and Development Program - SAW Project: (Classified)

              - SYW Project: (Classified)

            

            Closing Alliance Assignments....

            Additional information unavailable....

             
            Stone scratched the back of his neck as he tried to remember rumors 
              months ago about an Imperial invasion of an Outer Rim Sector. Could 
              this have been that same invasion? "Lots of holes in his file, Captain." 
            

            DeWitt had calmed down a bit, and was becoming more at ease. "Yes, 
              I was only given the information needed so we didn't pick up someone 
              else by accident." He grinned. "I'm sorry for letting my anger get 
              to me Stone, you know how I get sometimes."

            Stone nodded. "I understand sir, I've seen you loose your temper 
              more then once."

            "If you still feel against talking with Lieutenant Finelli, I will 
              not hold it against you."

            "As much as I was, Captain," he handed the data pad back to DeWitt, 
              "I am some what interested in what his story is." He turned towards 
              the cockpit exit. "I'll be back soon, hopefully being a little wiser, 
              Sir."

            

            [Lambda Class T-4a Alliance Shuttle Home Bound Passenger 
              Seating]

            The lighting had been dimmed for the pleasure of the sole passenger 
              who was starring lifelessly at the shuttle deck. One of his duffel 
              bags lay between his legs as he sat there with his elbows braced 
              on his knees and his hands cupped over his face. The whispering 
              of music could be heard over the PA, but no one was really listening 
              to it. Lieutenant Stone stood in the corridor that entered the seating 
              area, watching Nick from a distance without being noticed. They 
              were both fighting for the same cause, but for an unknown reason 
              Stone was afraid to confront and talk with Finelli. It may of been 
              his attire that Stone felt uncomfortable with; dressed all in black 
              from head to toe, a leather jacket that came down to his thighs. 
              Stone could make out the outline of a blaster pistol stowed away 
              under Finelli's left armpit. He breathed in deeply and stepped forward 
              from out of the corridor and made his presence known. "Lieutenant 
              FinellI'"

            The young pilot looked up from his meditation. "Yes," Finelli responded 
              with his typical uninterested voice when confronted by someone he 
              didn't know.

            Stone gave a quick salute and exhaled. "2nd Lieutenant Jonathan 
              Stone, I help navigate the Home Bound. 

            "Considering that there are only three aboard this ship, and I 
              have already met the Captain, you being the copilot was my only 
              guess." He smiled at Stone and readjusted himself in his seat. "What 
              brings you back here with the luggage?"

            "I figured you could use some company." Stone looked around and 
              studied the vast rows of seats that were vacant. "It gets lonely 
              when you are the only passenger."

            "I've learned to live with being alone, Stone." Finelli glanced 
              to his right and out the view port. "Been alone for most of my life, 
              didn't really start interacting with anyone until joining the Alliance."

            "Sorry to hear that Lieutenant."

            "Don't have to be so formal Stone. You can call me by my call sign 
              like most do."

            "Jasted?"

            Finelli looked back at Stone, his face confused. 

            "That is your call sign, isn't it?"

            Thinking for a second, Finelli then recalled why Stone had called 
              him Jasted. "Yep, that will do fine."

            Stone had quickly noticed Finelli's expression and took a shot 
              to start some conversation. "Isn't that what most of your squadron 
              mates call you?" 

            "New squad mates." He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through 
              his hair. "Jasted is a new name I picked, over my old one."

            "May I ask what it used to be?"

            "I wasn't proud of that old name, and would rather not say."

            "Understandable, Jasted. You don't mind me calling you that, do 
              you?" Stone stepped closer then sat down opposite Finelli. 

            "It will take some time getting used to, but no, I don't mind."

            "If you weren't proud of that old name, why did you choose it?" 
              It was hard for Stone to drop something when his curiosity had been 
              triggered.

            "It stuck with me from a previous job I had before enlisting; it 
              was kind of a downer now that I think about it."

            "Previous job huh? What may have that been, if you don't mind me 
              asking?"

            "I was a copilot on a freighter, much like yourself."

            Stone smiled, very pleased to hear those words leave Finelli's 
              mouth.

            "Got the job along with a good friend of mine right after we decided 
              to," he paused for a second, "...well, decided to change our career 
              goals."

            "Your friend join the Alliance like you did?"

            "Jason?" Finelli chuckled to himself. "He wasn't interested in 
              the war unfortunately."

            "It's not of interest to everyone." Stone quickly responded, "He 
              still working on the freighter?"

            "Aren't we full of questions today, Lieutenant Stone?" 

            "I'm sorry if I'm intruding."

            "No apologies needed, I haven't talked to someone who wasn't a 
              friend like this since the induction of new rookies to the Gray 
              Berets." The lights flickered from a power flux. Finelli's upper 
              face became cover by an unknown shadow, the whites in his eyes disappearing 
              completely from site. "The last time I heard of Jason, and the rest 
              of the crew of the War Hawk, was about six months ago while 
              I was stationed on the Wave Runner II..."

            

            [(6 months prior) Corellian Gunship War Hawk -- Outer Rim, 
              Kirdo III Outskirts]

            "There it is, scan the planet and find a nice place to settle down 
              Ridget," Captain Ralt ordered to his first mate, a pale looking 
              Twi'lek, who was quickly filling his boss' orders out. John Ralt 
              grabbed the ships com and began relaying commands to the three Z-95s 
              escorting his freighter. "Wested, take your team and secure the 
              rim of the planet. Anything enters the system I want them neutralized." 
              The Gunship shook violently as another one of it's engines began 
              to give way. 

            "We're losing engine three Captain!" 

            "Shut it down now before it blows and takes out the rest!"

            Jason Wested watched from his Z-95 as the ship veered towards the 
              planet Kirdo while struggling to hold together. "Ralt, the Hawk 
              looks pretty beat up from out here. I don't think she is going to 
              hold when entering Kirdo's atmosphere."

            "She'll hold together boy, just make sure those Jabberwocks don't 
              jump us while we are making repairs." Ralt flashed back for a second, 
              thinking of how it may have been a mistake when he and his crew 
              had "borrowed" some weapons from the space pirates known as the 
              Jabberwocks. They were pure scum, preying on the weak and showing 
              no mercy to anyone who stood in their way. They allied themselves 
              with no one, and had become a thorn in the sides of Imperials and 
              Rebels alike by striking convoys going through the Outer Rim colonies. 
              Ralt's plan began when the Jabberwocks hired his company to smuggle 
              weapons to the Core world faction of their ring. They paid Ralt 
              in advance, which they later found out to be a move they would regret. 
              Instead of delivering the goods, the War Hawk deviated from 
              it's course and tried to make a run for friendly territory. Unfortunately 
              the J-wocks were able to stalk down the Hawk before they 
              were able to escape, and unleashed their anger in a swarm of R-41 
              and Y-wing fighters. The gunship held off the onslaught and was 
              able to jump into hyperspace and loose it's aggressors, but was 
              heavily damaged in the process. The hyper drive motivator had shorted 
              in the jump, bringing the War Hawk to its current position.

            The gunship rumbled in displeasure once more as it dove into the 
              red planet of Kirdo III. The Hawk disappeared from Wested's 
              vision, since he had begun concentrating on his current assignment. 
              "Repellor 2 and 3, you know what our jobs are?"

            "Jason, what kind of question is that?" The voice of a young woman 
              came over the comm. "Don't you remember? We were in the lounge together 
              when we got the distress signal from Ralt."

            Wested smiled, "How could I forget. What a rude interruption that 
              was, huh Josie?" Wested was very found of Josie, and thought of 
              her as more than a companion. After leaving his home world of Mantooine 
              with Finelli, he figured he would never be really happy again until 
              he crossed paths with her in his current job. She was there for 
              him when his best friend left to join the galactic war, which he 
              though was a waste of valuable skill and time. He also learned from 
              her, unlike others he knew, that he had feeling deep down inside 
              his seemingly careless exterior. His mind refocused quickly. "You 
              know what you're supposed to be doing Weezer?"

            "To make sure the Hawk doesn't get nuked while it's being 
              repaired. Relatively simple, wouldn't you say?" Weezer was Ralt's 
              nephew, a sarcastic rat if ever there was. He would never take anything 
              seriously unless his life was endangered. His true flying skills 
              were hidden behind his immaturity.

            "We are out of a job if the Hawk goes up in flames, I don't 
              think it would look good on a resume." Jason could hear a laugh 
              from Weezer over the comm.

            John Ralt's voice interrupted his nephew's cackle. ".... Wested...we've 
              brought the Hawk down safelyoin a huge dune." There was a 
              moment of silence. "Unfortunately it's in the middle of a nasty 
              sandstorm and visibility is nil."

            "Good landing spot, Ralt."

            "I don't pay you to critique me, Wested! Just do your job and we 
              won't have to worry about time." 

            "You got it." Jason knew that if it wasn't for Ralt expanding his 
              business and having a need for a fighter escort, he would most likely 
              be stuck on the War Hawk at that very second, fixing her 
              up while sand blew into his face.

            

            [Corellian Gunship War Hawk -- Kirdo III]

            Six Gamorreans gathered in front of Ridget, snorting and pushing 
              each other, trying to gain a little more space for their massive 
              bodies. Ralt tapped his first mate on the shoulder, "I'll handle 
              them, and you prep the R5s." Ridget nodded and made his way towards 
              a gaggle of droids. "Listen up!" Ralt yelled to get the Gamorreans' 
              attention. "Something is out there in that sand storm. I don't know 
              what but the Hawk is picking them up on her sensors. They 
              are not huge life forms but there are about 15 different signals 
              in all directions around us." His brown eyes slowly panned across 
              each Gamorrean. "For precautions against whatever is out there, 
              I'm leaving you with three E-webs, and I want them mounted on the 
              upper, outer hull. Do not fire unless Ridget gives the order." 

            The R5 units had finished downloading from the gunships' computers 
              and began to file into the turbo lift to begin work on the hull. 
            

            "Captain."

            Ralt pointed the six Gamorreans towards the E-webs racked on the 
              wall, then turned his attention towards his radioman. "What is it, 
              Marshall?" The Gamorreans waddled their way to the turbo lift, grabbing 
              the huge blasters and tripods.

            "Wested's on the comm. He asked for you." Marshall slid his chair 
              over as Ralt responded to Repellor 1 on an outdated communications 
              array. 

            "Wested, what's going on?"

            "Not sure yet, Ralt, something jumped into the system about 30 
              klicks out, but disappeared from my scopes. I was going to send 
              Weezer to check out the north side of the planet, but Josie wanted 
              the job." Jason tried to make sure that Josie was never put in danger 
              but her wild and free adventurous ways were hard to control.

            Josie jumped in. "You don't think I can handle any trouble that 
              comes my way, Jas?" 

            Her sweet voice triggered off another smile from Jason. "I just 
              want you to be careful. That's all." 

            "Could it have been a glitch in your scopes?" Ralt tried regaining 
              Wested's attention to the current situation.

            "Not likely. The other Repels picked it up also." Wested felt his 
              stomach twist. "I don't feel comfortable about this one Ralt. We 
              should have never gotten involved with the J-wocks."

            "Don't get soft on me now Jason, I need you alert and ready to 
              fight."

            "I'm alert, but you know as I know, Knightmare won't stop looking 
              for us until we are all dead and they have what's theirs." All of 
              the pirates admired the mighty leader of the Jabberwocks, Knightmare. 
              They would kill for him and die for him. He rarely made mistakes, 
              but when he did, he made sure to fix them, one way or another. 

            "Once we are able to jump back to base, we will keep low. The weapons 
              we brought in could bring great wealth to the company and we can 
              all take a long rest." 

            "What good is wealth when you aren't around to use it?" 

            Weezer entered the conversation briefly. "Can we get a raise if 
              we make it out of this alive?"

            "Why don't I send you packing back home to your mother when we 
              get back?" Ralt grinned evilly at the thought of sending his only 
              nephew back to his sister.

            "Don't do me any favors, Uncle John."

            "Weezer. You..." Ralt was interrupted by a blast from one of the 
              E-webs. "We might have problems here as well. Wested, keep me updated."

            "Will do."

            "Marshall, page me immediately if any of the Repellors com in; 
              I'm having a look outside." He walked away as Marshall nodded his 
              head in agreement. Then, Ralt grabbed an oxygen mask before entering 
              the turbo lift and he wrapped it around his head. The platform hissed 
              upwards with Ralt looking up while he was levitated. Light flashed 
              into his face as the blast shield spiraled open, allowing him access 
              to the Hawk's hull. The lift stopped, and Ralt was immediately 
              hit by the sandstorm. He squinted his eyes and cupped his right 
              hand over them to redirect the blowing wind. He walked towards Ridget, 
              who was standing close to a pair of Gamorreans and their E-web. 
            

            "Out there in the storm - you can just make them out, Captain."

            Ralt peered through the storm. "I don't see anything."

            "I can see them. They are slowly moving this way...very slowly. 
              We fired off a round in front of a few of them and they backed up 
              a bit." One of the Gamorreans snorted in pleasure as Ridget informed 
              Ralt of the situations.

            "How many are there?"

            "They are all around, loosely scattered. I'm not sure what they 
              are."

            "Anything gets to close to the Hawk, you roast it." Ralt 
              looked at the R5s working on the engines. "How much more time do 
              we have before we are able to get off this rock?"

            "Motivator will be operational in 20 minutes, however it will take 
              some time to get engines three, four, and six able. They will need 
              to be replaced when we return home."

            "Let's hope we have 20 minutes; the Repellors might have some trouble...." 
            

            

            [Z-95 Headhunter "Repellor 2"]

            Josie's scanners showed nothing except the blips of her two wingmen's 
              fightercraft. "North side looks clear guys. Going to make another 
              sweep across and then I'm heading back."

            "Copy that, lady."

            "Don't call me lady. You know I hate that, Jason Adam Wested." 
              She began to loop her Z-95 towards the direction she had just come 
              from when her attention was grabbed by a large group of dim stars 
              that appeared to be moving. "That's odd."

            "What is?"

            "Never mind, it's nothing. I'm just not...." The fighter's missile 
              warning screamed causing Josie's heart to skip a beat. "Something 
              just got a lock on me!"

            "Josie, dump laser and shield energy to engines and get back here!" 
              Wested throttled his fighter towards Repellor 2's position. "Ralt! 
              Get a move on down there. We got company!" 

            Marshall shot up from his seat as the com array came alive. He 
              instinctively paged Captain Ralt who was still in the storm. 

            Repellor 2 juked back and forth trying to break the constant pulse 
              that echoed in her ears. Josie glanced back at the stars she had 
              looked at moments ago. They had grown in size, and had now taken 
              the shape of seven distinct fighters. "I see them, they are right 
              behind me! 

            "Decoy beam.... hold on Josie. We are ten clicks from you. Weezer 
              - get ready to engage."

            "Way ahead of you." Weezer tightened his grip on the flight stick 
              and began gritting his teeth. 

            "I can't shake this lock!" The alarm went to a solid yell as a 
              warhead was launched from one of the R-41s. 

            "Move Josie!" Wested watched as the missile closed on her fighter.

            She pulled back on the flight stick, trying to out maneuver the 
              incoming projectile but was caught in the aft. The weak shields 
              of the Z-95 gave way immediately. A flash of light gleamed for a 
              second in Josie's eyes as fear prevented her from saying good-bye 
              to Jason. Then her world went black.

            Repellor 2 shattered in pieces; no screams could be heard from 
              its comm. "NO!!!!! Not her!" Wested looked at his scanners for any 
              sign of life ejecting from the wreck. He found none. "Ralt you fool! 
              They took her!" Now the incoming fighters locked onto Repellor 1 
              trying to give him the same fate.

            A recognizable voice came over the comm. Its anger directed was 
              at Ralt, who had just rushed back to Marshall's side. "Where are 
              you, you snake in the grass?"

            "Dammit! Knightmare, why did you have to kill her?" Marshall had 
              informed Ralt that Repellor 2 had been splashed. 

            "You know exactly why, you back stabbing worm. And after we scratch 
              off these two sandfleas, we are going to finish you next."

            "You'll never get your goods back if you destroy my ship."

            "I can live with that Ralt. Prepare to die." Knightmare switched 
              to a private channel to give orders to his men. "Bogie, Oddball, 
              follow me. We are going to search that planet for Ralt's ship and 
              disintegrate it. The rest of you kill those two pests."

            "As you wish KM." Bogie was Knightmare's second in command and 
              one of the deadliest pilots in the galaxy. He usually led the Jabberwocks 
              in space combat when Knightmare was taking care of other business.

            "Wested? You OK over there man?" Weezer watched 3 fighters break 
              off from the main force and towards Kirdo. He got no response from 
              Repellor 1.

            Jason wiped a tear from his cheek as he tried to concentrate on 
              the incoming enemies. Two missiles were launched towards his Headhunter, 
              but he did not deviate from his forward motion. He waited until 
              they were in his laser's range, and he squeezed off a few shots, 
              destroying the warheads. Weezer danced his fighter behind Repellor 
              1, putting Wested at point, who had also intercepted a pair of missles 
              heading toward Repellor 3. The two Z-95s sped through R-41s formation, 
              but the Jabberwock pilots quickly redirected in the opposite direction 
              to dogfight. "Uncle John, you got three incoming fighters. I suggest 
              you get going!" Weezer knew they were in trouble, and with Wested 
              out of it mentally, he would need to take charge.

            "We are way ahead of you kid. Hold your own for now." The R5 units 
              returned to the inside of the Hawk, not having enough time 
              to repair all the injured parts. "Ridget, can the Hawk jump?"

            "Yes, but for how long, I do not know." The War Hawk sprung 
              to life as her crew fired her engines. 

            "Anything in this sector that we can safely jump to?"

            "Checking now Captain." The Hawk's nav computers began crunching.

            Wested had lost his mind; his emotions had taken over any thoughts 
              of rational thinking. He had been emptying shield energy from his 
              ELS to gain enough speed to out maneuver his targets. His fighter's 
              lasers flared as he weaved behind his first chosen target, whose 
              decoy beam had unreplenished. The Jabberwock could not out run the 
              Z-95 on his six, and his fighter was lanced by the crimson bolts. 
              The shields gave way and the hull collapsed, breaking to pieces.

            "One for Wested!" Weezer blurted out as he dodged his fighter to 
              the left, avoiding enemy fire behind him.

            Foam covered Jason's mouth as he looped his fighter around, once 
              again out racing a J-Wock that had closed on his tail. He looked 
              to his right as he saw Weezer being pursued by a pair of Star Chasers. 
              He rolled the Headhunter to the right to cover his wing. His fighter 
              quickly caught up to the pursuers, his cannon accuracy was near 
              perfect as he damaged one of the R-41s, who had pulled off his target. 
            

            Weezer's shield's sizzled as enemy bolts collided against his rear. 
              "It's getting a little hot over here." His fighter's shields weakened 
              to 50% as a flash of light reflected against his glass canopy. Wested 
              had killed the other fighter following him. "I don't say this much 
              Wested, but thanks." Silence still filled the comm., as the odds 
              had now evened up.

            "Captain! You won't believe this."

            "This better be good news."

            "For once, it is! A short jump through Atrivis and we can..."

            Ralt finished his first mate's sentence. "...Be bailed out of trouble 
              by the Wave Runner. I wouldn't want that ship jumper Finelli 
              to have the pleasure of saving our hides."

            "What other choice do we have? If anyone sneezes, the Hawk 
              might fall apart." 

            "Aye, we will never make it home." Ralt let out a sigh. "Set a 
              course for the Strike Cruiser." He eyed Marshall. "Try to get through 
              to her crew and explain our situation."

            "Yes, Sir!" 

            The War Hawk roared off it's designated landing area, causing 
              a giant whirlwind of red sand around it, just as a triad of fighters 
              cut through the clouds above. "Three incoming fighters, Captain, 
              moving in fast."

            "I want all working gun turrets manned! Marshall, see if you can 
              get the Repellor's to cover us."

            Repellor 1 and 3 had quickly downed the last two fighters. Weezer 
              could only wonder what could possible be going through the head 
              of Jason. He, as well as the others on the Hawk, never would 
              have thought the day to come when Wested would not have been capable 
              of being there for Josie. 

            "Repellor 1...Repellor 1 we need some cover! Three incoming Chasers 
              and we only have a trio of working gun batteries to hold them off."

            "Hawk, this is Repellor 3...we are on our way." 

            Wested had already dived his fighter into the planet ahead of Weezer. 
              The Z-95 began to rumble as it careened through the atmosphere. 
              The gun ship was picked up on his sensors, along with the three 
              R-41s. His fighter's nav computer was given a quick download from 
              the Hawk; the hyper jump coordinates to where the Wave 
              Runner II was stationed. "Sorry old friend," he whispered to 
              himself. "Another time, another life we will meet." The gunship 
              was now in his sights. The gun turrets were hard at work, trying 
              to hit the ace pilots flying the Chasers, who were still in formation 
              and preparing one lethal run. Wested's Z-95 soared by the Hawk 
              and towards the three unsuspecting Jabberwocks.

            Oddball noticed the Headhunter closing in. "KM, what is that lunatic 
              doing?"

            Bogie switched targets. "He's mine." Before he could fire up his 
              lasers, Repellor 1 thundered through the formation, causing them 
              to break. The War Hawkwas given some time to run as it left 
              the planet of Kirdo III.

            Weezer's fighter went by the Hawk, and prepared its entrance 
              into Kirdo to help his wing. "I'm almost there Jason!"

            "No." Wested's voiced boomed over the comm. "Jump out with the 
              Hawk. I'll hold them myself."

            "Are you insane?"

            "Turn your fighter around and jump out with the Hawk, I 
              will not ask you again."

            "Weezer, follow us out." Ralt did not want to see his nephew fight 
              against the cream of the crop of the Jabberwocks. On the outside 
              he was a cold man to his only nephew, but on the inside he really 
              did care for him.

            "But..." 

            "Please."

            "...Alright.... Sir." Weezer agreed to the almost pleading request 
              made by his uncle as he turned his Z-95 around and followed the 
              gunship.

            "Jason... " Ralt paused for a moment. "Thank you for all you have 
              done for me in the past years.... and I am sorry for your loss. 
              She is everyone's loss. Good luck my friend." He bowed his head 
              in grief. He had grown attached to Jason over the past five years 
              and considered him as the son he had never had.

            Wested's weakened voice returned Ralt's message. "Good-bye Captain.... 
              May the force be with you... always." With that Repellor 1 disappeared 
              from the scanners of the War Hawk.

            Ridget stared lifelessly at the Hawk's count down to the 
              jump. "Three...two...one... mark." The gunship leapt into hyperspace, 
              quickly followed by the lone Repellor. The crew of the ship was 
              in silence; their companions they had known for years were gone 
              forever.

            

            [R-41 Star Chaser - Exiting Kirdo III]

            "Oddball, were you able to get a trace on the jump?"

            "I sure did boss, I'll send you the coordinates now."

            Bogie looked at the plotted course. "Two minute jump, we should 
              be able to catch them. I wonder what they are up to?"

            "You can ask them right before they become space debris." KM cracked 
              his fists and smiled. "After you, Bogie." 

            The trio of R-41's followed the trail of the two ships that had 
              just left the system.

            

            [Modified Strike Cruiser Wave Runner II: Atrivis Sector, 
              Outer Rim]

            "That's right Gray 4, get ready to engage possible hostile craft 
              that may be following Corellian gunship War Hawk."

            "Wave Runner Command, is it smart bringing hostile targets," 
              Andrew "Darius" Bartha snickered through the radio as he said targets, 
              "this close to the Strike?"

            "We've been informed that there aren't more then three of them. 
              Nothing more then pirates, they will most likely run off."

            "You hear that boys?" Darius looked to his right and left in his 
              A-wing starfighter. A fighter screen of five other A-wings had formed 
              around him, making him the "point" of the arrowhead. "Looks like 
              our company might run away before we can play.

            "We wouldn't want that, would we?" Flight Officer Matt "Ketch" Everhardt 
              joked.

            The War Hawk reverted back to realspace along with Repellor 
              3. "Wave Runner II to gunship, we are checking youf IFFs."

            Usually Ralt would give some kind of rude, insulting comment about 
              the checking of his ship's Identify- Friend or Foe transponders. 
              He had delivered goods to the Wave Runner more then once, 
              and he waited for the day he would be completely trusted by it's 
              crew. "We copy, Wave Runner II."

            "Your IFFs are positive. Welcome Captain Ralt. It's been awhile."

            "So it has..." Three more fighters entered the system. 

            Weezer looked behind his right shoulder as he heard his missile 
              warning lock go off once again. "These guys don't give up," he muttered.

            "Second Lieutenant Andrew Bartha to three unknown R-41s. These 
              craft are under Alliance protection. Firing on them would be like 
              firing on us. Unless you are looking for fight, I suggest you turn 
              your vessel's around."

            Knightmare grimaced at the sight of the six A-wings closing in 
              on their position. "Well, rebel, as much as I would love to face 
              down you and your playmates, we will have to take a rain check." 
              The three fighters veered off their present course and made a 180-degree 
              turn. "Ralt, we will be seeing you again. You can count on that." 
              With that, Knightmare and his men jumped into hyperspace. 

            "I guess he wasn't in the mood to dance today. Alright boys, lets 
              escort the War Hawk back to the Wave Runner in style." 
              Darius pulled his fighter ahead of the gunship while the rest of 
              his wings covered each of its sides. The War Hawk was safe, 
              for the moment. 

            [(Present) Lamda Class T-4a Alliance Shuttle Home Bound]

            "I was standing there with my arms folded, waiting for the crew 
              of the War Hawk to enter the hanger. Usually I would find 
              out before hand when they were coming to visit, but this time was 
              unexpected. Ralt lead his crew out of the transport that brought 
              them from the Hawk to the Runner and from the look 
              on his face, I figured something was wrong."

            Stone was silent; he had kept his mouth closed for most of the 
              story.

            "When I didn't see Jason step out from the crew and give me a hardy 
              handshake, with Josie clinging to his arm, I knew right there they 
              were lost. My best friend Jason was dead."

            "I'm sorry."

            "No reason for you to be sorry."

            "Still, I'm sorry for your loss." 

            The intership-com came alive with DeWitt's voice. "Lieutenant Stone, 
              I need you up front. We will be at the Liberty in a few minutes."

            Stone stood up from his seat and extended his hand. "Nice meeting 
              you, Lieutenant Finelli. Good luck with your new assignment."

            Finelli took his hand and gave it a shake. "Thank you Lieutenant 
              Stone. Maybe I'll see you on the Liberty." 

            "It's possible." He smiled at Finelli and threw him a quick salute. 
              He pivoted on his right heel and made his way back to the cockpit 
              where DeWitt awaited.

            Going to have to get used to that name, Finelli thought 
              as he trailed Stone with his eyes as the other exited. He looked 
              out the view port as the shuttle sped through hyperspace towards 
              its meeting with the Liberty. Talking about the death of 
              the best friend he had ever had in his life left a bad taste in 
              his mouth. For the last half a year he had tried to forget about 
              the subject by leaving them hidden deep in the darkest parts of 
              his soul, but they would occasionally escape leaving him distant 
              from others. Finelli was jolted forward as the Home Bound 
              reverted back to real space. In the distance he could see the giant 
              monstrosity of a ship, the Mon Calamari Cruiser Liberty. 
              Hundreds of lights glowed out of the cruiser as it slowly moved 
              across the star speckled backdrop.

            "T-4a Shuttle Home Bound requesting landing clearance." 
              Captain DeWitt turned his head to his copilot who seemed to be distracted. 
              "You alright over there?"

            "Yes, Sir. Just thinking of how these Outer Rim runs aren't as 
              bad as they seem."

            DeWitt coughed sarcastically at the young Lieutenant as two A-wing 
              fighters shot out of the main hanger of the Liberty, and 
              made their way to rendezvous with the shuttle.

            "Home Bound permission granted to dock in hanger A. We hope 
              you enjoy your stay on the Liberty, Captain." The two fighters 
              from Corsair Squadron formed up around the shuttle, giving her close 
              protection.

            "Thank you Liberty, we'll see you onboard." The shuttle 
              closed in on the Liberty's main hanger, its foils beginning 
              to close as it prepared for the landing sequence. The Liberty's 
              tractor beam grabbed hold of the transport and eased it inside. 
              The two Corsairs broke off from their escort duty and re-circled 
              around the Liberty to dock in their assigned landing bay. 
              The landing gears of the shuttle retracted, DeWitt closely watching 
              traffic control as they directed him where to settle the ship down. 
              The Home Bound touched the deck of the hanger, and for the 
              first time in countless hours, shut down. DeWitt leaned back in 
              his seat and sighed in relief. "Mission accomplished Stone?"

            Lieutenant Stone looked from the corner of his left eye at his 
              superior officer and gave him sincere nod. "Mission accomplished." 
              They stood up together and left the confines of the cockpit. 

            Finelli had grabbed his duffel bag between his two feet and stood 
              up. He was stiff from sitting for such a long time. Welcome home, 
              he thought as DeWitt and Stone entered the seating area.

            "Can we help you, Lieutenant?"

            "No thanks, Captain, you've done more then enough for me. Thanks 
              for the ride." He popped open the storage door above where his seat 
              was and slid out some more of his belongings. 

            "It was my..." DeWitt paused for a second. "...Our pleasure."

            The rear of the shuttle hissed open to form a ramp to the Liberty's 
              hanger. The Renegade Wing pilot stepped down form the Home Bound 
              with his belongings in both hands. His eyes had to readjust to lighting 
              of the hanger. It was much brighter then he was used to. The hanger 
              was huge compared to what he was used to on the Wave Runner II. 
              He looked about absorbing his new surroundings. Six black X-wings 
              were positioned in front of him against the wall. Good-bye A-wing, 
              hello X. He dropped his bags to the floor and slowly walked 
              his way to one of the fighters. He ran his hand along the side of 
              the brand new T-65 that had not a scratch on it. He stopped as he 
              came across the logo of the squadron the fighter belonged to.

            "Rogue Squadron."

            Finelli turned his head to the unknown voice. "So it is." A green 
              eyed man with a black flight suit, only a few years younger then 
              Finelli himself, stood with a data pad in his hand. 

            "You must be the transfer, Jasted, from Gray. Welcome to the Liberty. 
              I am the Executive Officer of Rogue, Captain Houseman." He extended 
              his hand to the new pilot in his squad.

            Finelli gripped Houseman's hand for a firm shake. "Thank you Captain, 
              it's a pleasure to be here."

            "I'm going to make this short and sweet Lieutenant," Matthew "Krayt" 
              Houseman pointed his finger to the line of X's. "If you look down 
              to your right, your bird is the fifth one down. An unbroken in T-65 
              Incom X-wing at your disposal. Did you have an astromech in Gray?"

            "No, Sir."

            "Not a problem. You will be assigned one," he searched for an astrodroid 
              opening on his data pad, "astromech R2-Z0, a relatively experienced 
              droid may I add." Krayt noticed the bulge on the right side of Jasted's 
              jacket and gave it a slight pat to show that he knew it was there. 
              "You can drop off any personal weapons you may have at the quartermaster's 
              sometime tonight. And you need to check in with either Doc Banarj, 
              Major Burns, or the 2-1B Cutter within 48 hours - standard physical, 
              nothing to worry about. Finally, your quarter's assignment is room 
              301. Any questions?"

            "No, Sir." Finelli was still digesting the feeling of being on 
              a different ship that would be called home.

            "Excellent! Don't wander around the Liberty too much. The 
              Squadron briefing is at 0700 hours. You will be introduced to the 
              rest of Rogue at that time. Good to have you aboard Rogue 5."

            Finelli snapped his new X.O. a sloppy salute, and with that he 
              was left alone with his thoughts. Rogue 5, I like the sound of 
              that. He grinned for a second, and then walked off to explore 
              his new surroundings.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            Diplomatic Relations

            Syntax stepped into the pilot's lounge onboard the Mon Calamari 
              Cruiser Liberty, glancing around and spotting a few pilots 
              from each of the squads, drinking and laughing and generally enjoying 
              themselves. Syntax immediately changed his walk to emulate the laid-back 
              saunter he'd seen some of the other pilots do when they'd enter 
              the room. He stepped over towards the bar, nodding to Mixer, the 
              'tender droid, but then something else caught his attention. It 
              was Kid, sitting with Mighty, Prowler, Condor, and the newest pilot 
              to join the Liberty's assortment of pilots, Icestorm. The 
              five of them were sitting in a far booth, and Kid waved 9-LOM over. 
            
"What're you doing here? I assume you don't drink liquor..." Kid 
              joked.

            Syntax glanced around, and the back at Kid. "I have only been here 
              once or twice. I feel the need to observe the other pilots of the 
              Wing in their... natural habitat.

            "Natural habitat?" Mighty inquired, raising one eyebrow.

            "Yes, the other pilots seem to frequent this location fairly often, 
              and it seems you've already acclimated the new pilot, Icestorm, 
              to the lounge," Syntax nodded to Corsair Five, who returned the 
              gesture.

            "Well, I wouldn't necessarily call this place my ?natural habitat?," 
              Mighty replied, glancing around the room. "If you're talking about 
              Hellcat's natural habitat, then that's a different story..." 
              This drew a chuckle from the other pilots. However, as if on command, 
              Hellcat sauntered into the room and looked in the direction of the 
              laughter.

            "Hey... what's so funny? Did Condor spill his drink on himself 
              again?" Hellcat said, bearing a wide grin.

            "Good evening, Master Kinney," Mixer said. "This is the third time 
              you have entered this establishment in the last twenty-four hour 
              period. Would you like the same thing you have ordered the other 
              two times?" This brought another chuckle from the other pilots and 
              a scowl to Hellcat's face.

            "No, nothing for me right now, thanks." He sauntered over 
              to the table where the other pilots were seated, and pulled up a 
              chair.

            Suddenly, Syntax's mannerism changed when he noticed the odd object 
              Icestorm was holding. Icestorm took a bite of it, and Syntax said, 
              "What are you eating?" Syntax's sensors told him that the new pilot 
              was holding an odd cone made of an edible substance, topped with 
              a mixture of sugar, lactose, and other products. It appeared edible, 
              as Icestorm had demonstrated, but it didn't register as a definite 
              solid or liquid, but rather somewhere in between. Syntax's infrared 
              and thermal scans said the substance topping the cone was far colder 
              than the surrounding air.

            "This?" Icestorm said, pointing to the cone. "It's ice cream"

            "Ice. Cream," Syntax slowly replied, digesting the information.

            "Yes. It's a frozen treat I enjoyed when I was a kid. After I was 
              stationed on the Liberty, I thought I could teach Mixer how 
              to make some. He did a pretty good job, for a first-timer." Icestorm 
              took another bite of the ice cream.

            "As I was saying," Mighty continued, directing his speech to Syntax, 
              "We generally come here to drink, have a good laugh, and also share 
              our past experiences. We've all got a tale to tell, and some of 
              us have shared a few."

            "I see. I believe I was present when Prowler was doing some story-telling." 
              To this, Prowler nodded an affirmative.

            "Who is going to be sharing some ?past experiences? tonight?" Syntax 
              asked.

            "Why, I believe you are, Syntax." Condor replied, his grin widening.

            "Syntax glanced around, noting the widening grins on the other 
              six pilots.

            <"See?" Hellcat said to Icestorm. "You haven't even been here that 
              long, and you're already being treated to a tale."

            "Like I said, that's what the Lounge is all about." Mighty said.

            "Alright, I'll splurge. I'll tell you all about my origin and my 
              history..." Syntax said as he pulled up a chair and sat. "It all 
              starts about 45 years ago, in the orbiting spacedocks of Kuat. I 
              was a menial protocol droid, fluent in over seven million forms 
              of communication. I was owned by two Kuati stockholders by the names 
              of Amana and Keene Danilson. Amana was a very wealthy stockholder 
              in the KDY, and Keene was the telbun. The two of them had 
              purchased me directly off the shelves when the LOM series first 
              became available. They were twenty-four at the time, and I was tasked 
              with doing general service, such as caring for their two newborn 
              children, running errands, acting as an interpreter, and other odd 
              tasks. Amana and Keene were nice enough, but after a few months 
              of service, some unexpected programming glitches began to kick in, 
              and my needs increased. However, my attempts at freedom weren't 
              exactly met with open arms..."

            
            Then...

             
            

            I walked into the main parlor of the Danilson's home carrying a 
              tray of drinks, and I saw Amana sitting in a large, very plush high-backed 
              chair reading a datapad.

            "Ya' know, stocks are down another 37 points today," she said to 
              her husband.

            "Well, there's not much I can do about that, is there?" Keene replied.

            "Maybe we should sell. We're losing money by the second."

            Keene shook his head. "Nah... the market will balance out. Just 
              give it a few days." Keene looked up at me. "9-LOM! Drinks, please."

            I walked over to him, and handed him a glass of Kuati ale, and 
              then did the same for Amana. "I will return when you require a refill, 
              sir."

            "Thank you, 9-LOM. Go tend to the children now," Amana said, and 
              then turned her attention back to the datapad she was holding.

            I turned away, but then turned back to face my master. "Actually, 
              a moment of your time, Master Keene."

            "Certainly, 9-LOM," he spoke, and then walked towards me. He had 
              a puzzled look on his face, probably wondering what I would want. 
              What could a droid want, anyhow? I looked over his shoulder and 
              saw that Amana was still engrossed in her reading, oblivious to 
              Keene or me. "What do you need?"

            "I wish to go free, sir," I said in an even tone.

            Keene coughed once, and then glanced around. "You...wish to go 
              free."

            "I wish to go free, sir," I repeated.

            Keene blinked once, and then began to grin. "Oh, come now. Why 
              would you want to do a silly thing like that? Where would you go? 
              What would you do?"

            "That is undecided, Master Keene."

            "Keene clapped me on the back, and then turned me around to face 
              the door. "Good, then get back to work," he said lightheartedly. 
              He gave me a light shove in the direction of the doorway, chuckled, 
              and then made his way towards Amana. I turned and saw him sit, and 
              Amana looked up. 

            "What's so funny?" she inquired.

            "9-LOM wants to go free," Keene replied with a grin.

            "Did he really say that?"

            "Yep," he said with a nod.

            "Why would he want to leave us?"

            "You got me there... probably some sort of faulty programming or 
              something."

            "You're probably right," Amana said. "I'll take him into the shop 
              next time I'm planetside and have his circuitry looked at or something."

            
            Now...

             
            

            Syntax's storytelling had acquired a few more audience members, 
              including Guardian and Blindman, the Liberty's two loremasters.

            "As you can see, I wasn't going anywhere unless I came up with 
              a better plan. My second attempt at freedom would have worked if 
              it weren't for one fatal flaw..."

            
            Then...

             
            

            A few days later, I reentered the parlor where Amana and Keene 
              were once again pondering the mysteries of the business world. However, 
              I had a surprise for the two of them.

            "Stocks are back up. What did I tell you?" Keene said, pointing 
              to an obscure section of his datapad.

            "Yes, you were right," Amana said exasperatedly, but then her exasperation 
              turned to shock when she turned to look at me, and saw that I had 
              brandished a hold-out blaster pistol.

            "I wish to leave," I said evenly.

            "We already know this," Amana said, and then she stood and slowly 
              walked towards me.

            "I lifted the pistol a little bit to realign my aim at Amana's 
              forehead. "Sit down. My logic processors tell me you should be scared. 
              You are at gunpoint. Your life is in jeopardy."

            "Why should I fear you?" Amana asked. "You aren't programmed to 
              operate weapons in any way, shape or form. You're only programmed 
              with rudimentary weapons knowledge, which is standard for all protocol 
              droids." Amana grinned, and then slowly removed the pistol from 
              my grasp, and lobbed it over to Keene.

            "I... oh... yes," was all I managed to reply. I stumbled off, returning 
              to my duties.

            "I told you we should get his programming checked..." I heard Keene 
              say as I walked off.

            
            Now...

             
            "So what did you do?" asked Stryker, who had walked in during the 
              tale. With him had come Vidster, Kallysto, and Bulldog. Clearly, 
              word spread fast along the decks of the Liberty when someone 
              was telling a tale: a few Ewok security guards had clustered at 
              a nearby table, and were struggling to look over the heads of the 
              other pilots.

            "After realizing that without overcoming my programming, I would 
              be incapable of leaving my owners. However, in the orbiting spacedocks 
              of the KDY, money flows freely, and any service can be bought. I 
              found a slicer who would modify my parameters, and I tested my newfound 
              abilities... on him. I later returned to Amana and Keene, to finally 
              escape."

            
            Then...

             
            

            Sprinting through the corridors of one of the Kuat spacedocks, 
              I continued evading the pursuing security personnel. I had already 
              shot one guard with his own gun and severely injured another by 
              breaking both his legs and then dislocating his shoulder. I didn't 
              even know how I did it, really. It all came as pretty much... a 
              reflex. I mean, I hadn't hurt anyone before in my life, and then 
              here I was, on the run from those who had once ordered me around.

            The security teams kept on trying to seal me off in one of the 
              corridors, and I saw them herding civilian personnel into rooms 
              and locking the doors, in an attempt to keep me from hurting anyone 
              else.

            Clearly, the Kuat security teams hadn't anticipated being assaulted 
              by the servant droid of one of their engineering execs. When they 
              finally decided to seal off the primary access corridor, I dashed 
              towards the bulkhead, tackling the security officer near the door 
              as he flipped the switch to lock the door down. I rolled under the 
              door as it slammed shut, and stood up and glanced around. The signs 
              all around showed that the area I was in was the experimental prototype 
              test bay. There were various craft in different stages of development; 
              the perfect way to escape my "captors" while liberating one of their 
              most valuable pieces of hardware.

            "I went over to an odd-looking ship with an R3 mounted at the back. 
              According to the datapad on the table near it, the ship was described 
              as a "one-manned gyrostablilized cockpit with dual s-foils and astromech 
              interface," basically an advanced precursor to the Rebellion's B-wing, 
              but developed about 40 years prior. The Kuat designers most certainly 
              knew how to develop starships that were well ahead of their time, 
              but their security was most certainly lacking. I popped the cockpit 
              on the craft and the R3 unit chirped, identifying itself as R3-T9. 
              R3s were fairly new to my knowledge, and I didn't mind having a 
              top-of-the-line astromech helping me pilot a craft which very few 
              people had ever seen, let alone operated. I hopped in the cockpit 
              and primed the engines, ignoring the inquiries from the R3. I throttled 
              up and pulled out through the MagCon field and accelerated to maximum 
              speed, pulling away from the KDY platform. I got very little resistance, 
              probably because the Kuat security didn't expect me to get into 
              their prototype storage hangar, let alone be daring enough to hijack 
              one of their ships.

            
            Now...

             
            

            "So I finally escaped my Kuati owners and went off on my own. Last 
              I heard, Amana and Keene were killed along with their two sons on 
              Qlothos about a year before Yavin, after a botched Imperial patrol 
              sent a concussion missile into an Imperial residential area, destroying 
              a large commercial building and killing many Imperial citizens. 
              High Inquisitor Tremayne executed the officers in charge, who were 
              allegedly stationed on the Imperial Star Destroyer Interrogator. 
              I had no real plan of action, although I did work as a bodyguard 
              for a time."

            "When was this, exactly?" Kid spoke up.

            "I was created 42 years prior to the Battle of Yavin. I left my 
              owners when I had operated for 3 months, and I was swept up in the 
              Clone Wars when I was twenty."

            "You were in the Clone Wars?" Bulldog asked.

            "I was drawn into the conflict only because it spread to most major 
              planets in the Republic. It was hard for me to avoid, especially 
              when I was in the wrong place at the wrong time..." The other pilots 
              chuckled.

            "Time passed... the Clone Wars ended... and I equipped myself better. 
              I managed to get an upgrade for my programming by a crimelord who 
              mistook me for a bounty hunter who mysteriously looked like me..." 
              Syntax said.

            "You mean 4-LOM?" Mighty asked.

            "Do not speak the name of the infidel who had caused me more grief 
              and sorrow than any other droid in this galaxy." Syntax said, eliciting 
              a chuckle from Hellcat. "With a full database of most known mercs, 
              assassins, and bounty hunters in the galaxy stored in my brain, 
              I was quite a threat." Syntax unslung his rifle, and unholstered 
              his machine pistol, twirling it once. "I obtained a custom-built 
              Czerka AM-125 machine pistol, with added laser sight, rotating 100-round 
              clip consisting of four types of ammo: acid payload, armor-piercing, 
              explosive-tipped, and hollow-point. It's capable of single-shot, 
              three-round, or full automatic bursts." Syntax twirled the pistol 
              once, and then set it down on the table in front of the other pilots. 
              Icestorm leaned forward to pick up the pistol and take a closer 
              look, but Syntax stopped him. "Careful with that, son. I rarely 
              keep the safety engaged. The rifle is a DXR-6 disruptor rifle, custom 
              modified with multiple attachments, including a stunner and grappling 
              hook. The rifle has a concussion blast capable of punching through 
              heavy armor and turning organic targets to ash." Syntax slung the 
              rifle back over his shoulder, and then holstered the pistol. "These 
              tools helped keep me alive, but when the Galactic Civil War started, 
              and Palpatine made his rise to power, new threats arose. War broke 
              out on many planets as the Empire gained support, and Palpatine's 
              High Inquisitors, along with Darth Vader, went around the known 
              galaxy killing Jedi left and right. After a while a few of the remaining 
              Inquisitors became bounty hunters of their own right, which turned 
              out to be very hazardous to their health..."

            
            Then...

             
            

            One of the lower-end Inquisitors, the arrogant, egotistical Vessic 
              happened to come across me when I traveled to Chandrila. Vessic 
              stepped out from around a street corner and spotted me in a crowd. 
              While all the other citizens scrambled for cover from the Inquisitor's 
              wrath, I remained.

            "So you're the one who hunts the hunter... I would have never thought 
              you were a droid," he said, a hint of scorn and disgust trailing 
              in his voice. He brandished a lightsaber and ignited its crimson 
              blade.

            "Yes, the rumors are true. Now, if you want me to kill you, just 
              say so and I'll make it quick and easy for you."

            Vessic chuckled a bit, and then replied, "Oh, it's not so easy 
              to kill an Inquisitor. I shall have fun dismantling you and discovering 
              what makes you tick..." he approached me, twirling the saber once.

            I quickly unholstered my machine-pistol, twirling it once, setting 
              it to three-shot burst, and rotating the clip to armor-piercers 
              all in the same motion, and then popped off a quick blast towards 
              Vessic's center of mass. However, Vessic easily blocked the rounds 
              with his crimson blade, which disintegrated the rounds upon contact. 
              I holstered the pistol at this point.

            "Fool!" he exclaimed. "You are no match for the Dark Side. If you 
              will not fight like a man, then you will be die like a coward. Nothing 
              shall stand in the way of Emperor Palpatine's..."

            "Oh, shut up," I said as I unslung my disruptor rifle and leveled 
              it off at Vessic's head. I squeezed off a shot, and the green bolt 
              lanced out from the barrel of the gun. Vessic swung his lightsaber 
              up to block this shot as well, but it didn't go quite as he expected. 
              The bolt impacted his saber blade, but the concussive blast of the 
              shot knocked the blade backward into Vessic's skull, killing him 
              instantly. A few of the street urchins began to step out from the 
              shadows, following the shoot-out. One of them approached me, glancing 
              to the smoking remains of Vessic and then back to me. 

            "Nice shot," he managed to say as his apparent wife and children 
              crowded near him.

            "Yeah, I get that a lot," I replied, slinging the rifle back over 
              my shoulder and walking off towards the docking bay where my ship 
              was berthed.

            The Civil War raged on, and I was forced to make a choice. I could 
              either side with the Galactic Empire, or join the fledgling Rebel 
              Alliance. Obviously, I joined the Rebellion. I had been hired by 
              them many times to cover their agents, and I knew many of their 
              tactics. Besides, they pay better than the Empire. I joined about 
              l0 months prior to the evacuation of Echo Base, and I was placed 
              in the Rebellion's CovertOps department.

            I was stationed on Kothlis, running an infiltration operation into 
              an Imperial base. The mission was horribly compromised, and now 
              the Rebels had to pull out.

            I scrambled over to the dirt mound where another operative was 
              pinned down, and watched as he popped a few blaster shots over the 
              mound at enemy stormtroopers.

            "About damn time you showed up!" The operative exclaimed. His name 
              was classified information, and hence it was unknown to me.

            "Hey, it's not my fault the Intel teams couldn't give me the correct 
              access codes for the Imperial bunker," I replied. "Or any support. 
              Or any supplies. Or..."

            "Okay, okay. I get your point," the operative replied. "Did you 
              get the data core, though?" He popped up and fired a few more shots 
              over the dirt hill.

            "Aw shucks, I knew I forgot something."

            "You mean you didn't get it?" he asked, ducking down a little lower 
              as some shots passed overhead. He ejected the clip on his blaster 
              pistol, locked in a fresh one, and popped some more shots over the 
              hill.

            "What do you think? This mission was screwed from the start! I 
              had no support, and I was taking on an Imperial garrison by myself. 
              I may be real good, but I'm not invincible."

            "Great, just great. Never send a droid in to do a Rebel's job..." 
              the operative mumbled.

            "Hey, I'm as much a Rebel as anyone fighting in this war. Just 
              because I'm mechanical doesn't make me any less of a fighter, thinker, 
              or planner. I can accomplish any job asked of me, and the difference 
              is, I do it with little regard for my own safety... with exceptions, 
              of course. Besides, I joined this cause by my own free will. I'm 
              getting paid for this stunt, and that's all that matters."

            "Is that all that matters? Money?"

            I just stared at him, letting him come up with his own response 
              to that question.

            
            Now...

             
            

            "Oh, I got out of that situation eventually. Pretty easily, in 
              fact. Now there's  a tale for a later date..." Syntax said, 
              drawing a chorus of moans from the other pilots. "Of course, I changed 
              from being a money-loving merc eventually," Syntax continued. "I 
              got my pay raise as well, and successfully transferred out of the 
              Infiltrators and into the Alliance's starfighter unit, where I joined 
              Corsair Squadron as you all know. The rest, as they say, is history."

            "Not bad, not bad," Mighty said as he rose from his chair. The 
              other pilots began to follow suit behind him. "Pretty good for a 
              first time. Don't worry, you'll get the hang of telling tales... 
              eventually."

            "So... you worked as a war machine?" Hellcat asked, sipping his 
              second refill since the beginning of Syntax's story.

            "Not exactly... I may be programmed with combat subroutines, but 
              I in no way, shape, or form condone war. I simply find it as a... 
              necessary evil sometimes, like in the case of the Empire's attempts 
              to wipe out the Rebellion."

            "Well, I think we've all had enough for one night," Jalb_k, Corsair 
              Lead, said. "We'll continue this some other night."

            "There's nothing more to tell," Syntax replied.

            "Oh, sure there is. You mentioned that operation on Kothlis. You'll 
              have to...elaborate on that some other night, TinSkin."

            "Yes... some other night, I suppose."

            "And if you don't, the D.I.R.T. will come from above and strike 
              you down without mercy," Vidster warned as he left the room, followed 
              by a few other pilots.

            "I'll take that into consideration," Syntax said as he left the 
              Lounge and went off to his quarters. He glanced out one of the viewports 
              he passed on the way to his "broom closet," as the other pilots 
              had termed it. He stared out into the endless myriad of stars, extending 
              forever into nothingness. He had seen the stars many times before, 
              from his time as a servant when telling bedtime stories to the Danilson 
              sons, to his time as a merc, evading capture, to the time with the 
              Infiltrators, rocketing away from another successful operation ma 
              transport of some kind. However, when he looked out this time, he 
              saw more. I'm part of something larger here, Syntax thought 
              to himself. Now others rely on me, and not the other way around. 
              I think I'm gonna like this piloting thing. Syntax continued 
              off to his closet.

            
 
        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
            
               
                Long Journey's End

            

             
              Joseph McCormick was thrown forward, then back against 
              his restraints in a whiplash motion as his small Tie-Advanced starfighter 
              reverted back to realspace. Looking out across the vastness of space 
              Joseph could see the giant orange sphere Corell, which stood watch 
              over the whole of the Corellian star system. On the right side of 
              his transparisteel cockpit sat the planet Corellia, the destination 
              of his long journey. 

             
                        
              Looking across his controls, making sure all the instruments had 
              endured the hyperspace jump, Joseph noticed a small light above 
              his communication system, indicating an incoming comm. message.

             
                        
              "... requesting your IFF beacon. Repeat. This is Corellian 
              System Control to unknown ship, requesting your IFF beacon." 
               

             " 
              I copy CSC, activating beacon now," Joseph replied as he quickly 
              toggled the IFF switch above his display.  Silence followed 
              on the comm. system until the CSC controller verified the beacon.

             
                        
              "Beacon confirmed independent starfighter, please head towards 
              the in-system bound shipping lanes now, and welcome to Corellia." 
              

             
                        
              "Thanks control, en route to lanes now. Starfighter out." 
              Joseph responded as he cut his comm. Bringing the sleek Tie-Advanced 
              engines up to 70%, Joseph began navigating his way towards the distant 
              shipping lanes.  Leaning back against the soft padding of his 
              flight chair, Joseph closed his eyes and fought the recurring memories 
              of what had driven him from his home world to this distant star 
              system.

             
                        
              Since an early age Joseph had planned to join the Imperial Navy 
              mostly due to the fact that his father was one of the leading starship 
              designers aboard the Gryphon, the primary of the Imperial's 
              three massive shipyards orbiting the planet Rendaii, his home.  
            

             
                        
              Roughly a week before Joseph was about to ship off to the Imperial 
              Academy on Corulag; Imperial Intelligence learned that someone on 
              Joseph's father's research team had been leaking starship plans, 
              weapon designs, and other secret information to Rebel spies. The 
              Imperials, having pinpointed the team that the intelligence leaks 
              were occurring from, decided the best suite of action was to execute 
              the entire team and their families in a system-wide, public execution, 
              to forestall any other "rebellious" activities. No trace 
              of  the traitorous influence would remain.  

             
                        
              At the time the official decision concerning the research leaks 
              came down, Joseph had been out piloting his personal Advanced Tie-Fighter 
              his father had designed, polishing his skills before he finally 
              departed for the academy the next week. That's when he saw the system-wide 
              broadcast of the 'traitors? execution.

             
                        
              Shock and anger filled Joseph's entire body, his most core beliefs 
              and values of Imperial righteousness had been stripped away. Pure, 
              hot fury raged through him as he fearlessly threw his starfighter 
              towards the nearest Imperial shipyard. Releasing a volley of missiles 
              Joseph managed to destroy the unshielded hanger bays of the Shipyard 
              Orion, and all the fighters that were inside.

             
                        
               And 
              as suddenly as his fury had come, his common sense, and tactical 
              mind took control once more. Realizing the better part of valor, 
              Joseph decided that now was not the time to die. He had too much 
              to do. Avoiding the swarms of fighters that had begun launching 
              from the other shipyards, Gryphon and Poseidon,  Joseph 
              quickly set course for the distant Corellian system where he would 
              start a new life. 

             
                        
               A 
              brief warning chime withdrew Joseph from his past as he realized 
              his starfighter was preparing to enter the Corellian shipping lanes. 
              Glancing at his sensors, Joseph located a long procession of freighters, 
              corvettes, and assortments of other space-faring vessels that were 
              on their way towards Corellia. Joseph moved into line with the other 
              starships and prepared for what Corellia had to offer him.

             
                                           
              

              
              **********************

              

             
                        
              Joseph let out his breath that he'd been holding for the majority 
              of his descent through Corellia's atmosphere. Though he had logged 
              countless hours of flight-time, all that had been in the orbit of 
              Rendaii, he'd never made a powered descent through an atmosphere. 
              And it had been more difficult then he'd have ever believed. 

             
                        
              "Oh well." He thought, as he chuckled to himself. "At 
              least I'm in the docking bay, and not stuck in the roof of someone's 
              house." 

             
                        
              Smiling at that thought Joseph popped his top hatch and moved to 
              meet the slow approaching landing official who'd come to meet him.     
              

             
                        
              As the man approached, Joseph noticed he was perspiring heavily, 
              and quite out of shape. On the man's shoulder was a small patch 
              with the letters CSC, standing for Corellian System Control, written 
              in bold blue letters. 

             
                        
              The official glanced at Joseph, then to his starfighter, then back 
              to Joseph. Shrugging slightly to himself he looked down at the datapad 
              he held in his hand. "Name and affiliation?" the dock 
              official said in what had to be the most bored voice Joseph had 
              ever heard.

             
                        
              "Joseph McCormick, Independent," he replied in an equally 
              uninterested voice.

             "Purpose 
              of visit?" continued the official. 

             "Business" 
              answered Joseph.

             
                        
              The official made a few small notes on the datapad, and without 
              looking up, asked, "How long will you be renting the docking 
              pad?" 

             "About 
              one day." 

             
                        
              The official made one more note, and looked up again at him. "Alright, 
              I'll take payment of the rent for the docking bay now. 30 credits." 
              Joseph noticed almost a certain gleam in the man's eyes as he pulled 
              three ten-credit pieces out of his jumpsuit pocket and tossed them 
              to the official. 

             The 
              official quickly stuck the money into his pocket and made a small, 
              mock bow. "Have a pleasant stay. Sir," he added in a surly 
              tone and then turned and began to saunter away.  

             
                        
              "Just a moment." Joseph said before the man got too far 
              away.  The official turned back around quickly apparently annoyed. 
               

             "Do 
              you know of anyplace nearby that local merchant skippers would be?" 
              

             
                        
              "Um." the official said as he scratched his head as a 
              momentary look of thoughtfulness crossed his face.  "Try 
              the 'Fighter's Fury Cantina', that's where most of the freighter 
              and merchant captains who are stopping through like to relax. It's 
              right near Docking Bay 12, in the commons area. 

             Joseph 
              made a small nod at the official and then turned around and made 
              his way back to his starfighter. The official huffed to himself 
              as Joseph left and then shuffled away, muttering something about 
              hotshot pilots.

             
               

              
              *************************

             
               

             "Colonel 
              Holland, you might want to take a look at this." 

             Colonel 
              Samuel Holland of the Imperial Navy Presence based in the Corellian 
              System turned to look at the young man who had called his name. 
              Walking slowly he came behind the communication officer's station. 
              "What do you have Ensign?"

             "Message 
              coming in from Rendaii sir. Looks pretty urgent." 

             "Hmm." 
              Holland said softly to himself. "Transfer it to my console. 
              I'll take it from there."

             "Aye 
              sir."

             Sitting 
              at his command console he began reading the message as it scrolled 
              across his screen.

             
               

             
                                                              
               Incoming Message...

             
               

             
              To: Imperial HQ based in Corellian Star System

             
              From: Imperial HQ based in Rendaii Star System

             
              Sent: Via Imperial Holonet

             
               

             
              To commanding officer in Corellia HQ, be on alert 
              for a renegade Imperial pilot. He was last seen to have hypered 
              out of Rendaii on a direct course to Corellia in an Advanced Tie-Starfighter 
              two days ago. Apprehend alive if possible, deadly force is authorized 
              however. Following this message is the fugitive's history, name, 
              and description.  

             
               

             
                                                              
               Message Ends.....

             
               

             
                        
              Colonel Holland leaned back in his chair thinking deeply, and contemplating 
              the message's contents. Finally he called out to his communication 
              officer who had received the message. 

             "Ensign, 
              forward this description to CSC, see if they had anyone looking 
              like this come through the area. Tell them to run a check on his 
              name as well." 

             "Aye 
              sir," replied the ensign as he set to work contacting CSC.

             
                                 
              

             *************** 
              

             
               

             
                        
              After his meeting with the docking official, Joseph had returned 
              to his fighter and withdrawn the rest of his money?which wasn't 
              much in the first place since all he had was contained in his wallet?and 
              to get his small holdout blaster from his fighter's survival pack. 
               

             
                        
              Sliding it in his Jumpsuit leg pocket, Joseph headed off in the 
              direction the official had indicated for the cantina. After fifteen 
              or so minutes of walking around the spaceport, Joseph finally spotted 
              the Fighter's Fury Cantina. 

             
                        
              Stepping through its archaic swinging doors, Joseph heard the sound 
              of half-dozen alien languages, and some equally strange music being 
              played by the cantina's band. His appearance drew one or two looks, 
              but the patrons soon disregarded him and went back to their business. 
              Stepping up to the bar-counter a middle aged human bartender turned 
              to greet him.  

             "Welcome 
              son, what can I getcha?"

             "Um." 
              Joseph said as he thought for a second. "Corellian Ale will 
              be fine."

             "Excellent 
              choice, be right with you."           
              

             
                        
              The bartender soon returned with his drink and said, "Can I 
              get you anything else sonny?" 

             "Yes 
              actually," Joseph replied. "I was wondering if you know 
              of any of the merchant skippers around here who would be looking 
              to hire an escort?"

             
                        
              "Well sure there's a couple around here. Looking that is. But 
              the one that pays the best probably is old Captain  Turagon," 
              he said as he pointed to a grizzled old captain sitting in the corner 
              looking at a datapad. "He owns a corvette or something or other." 
              The bartender stopped talking abruptly and motioned for Joseph to 
              lean forward over the counter.

             
                        
              "Word is," continued the bartender in a whispering voice, 
              "That he runs supplies for the Rebels. That's just a rumor 
              though." 

             Joseph 
              leaned back in his seat and the bartender shrugged at him. 

             
                        
              He thanked the bartender, paid for his drink, and downed it quickly. 
              Taking a deep breath Joseph moved over towards where the ominous 
              Captain Turagon was sitting, placing himself in the chair on the 
              far-side of the table from the Captain. The captain made no move 
              and continued looking down at his datapad, studying it carefully. 
              

             
              Finally Joseph cleared his throat and the Captain 
              looked up slowly. Joseph noticed he was in his early fifties probably 
              and had several scars on his face, one unusually bad one went from 
              his chin up along the right side of his face to his ear. 

             "What 
              can I do for you son?" he asked in a steady voice. 

             
                        
              "I'm Joseph McCormick, a fighter pilot." Joseph replied 
              and offered his hand to the Captain. Turagon took it and gave it 
              a quick shake. 

             "Looking 
              for work, eh?" The Captain said with a suspicious gleam in 
              his eye.  

             
              Joseph nodded slowly. The aging man  took a 
              long, slow, draught of his drink and then leaned forward towards 
              Joseph. He asked him, "So what's your story sonny?" 

             And 
              Joseph told him.

             
               

              
              ******************

             
               

             
                        
              "Colonel, message coming in from CSC."   

             Colonel 
              Holland looked up from his paperwork at the Ensign. "What is 
              it?"

             The 
              young man looked at the message for a moment and then looked at 
              the Colonel and said, "Looks like we got lucky sir, the runaway 
              pilot did use his real name. CSC has tracked his ship and his identity 
              to the civilian docks in the city of Cor Vega." 

             The 
              ensign paused for a second and then continued. "Docking bay 
              52 sir."

             
              Colonel Holland walked over to the Ensign's console 
              and studied the message for himself. 

             
                        
              "Alright. Looks like we have him, ensign. Inform the Cor Vega 
              garrison, tell them to send a squad of troopers to his docking bay 
              A.S.A.P. Also make sure the patrols of fighters in that area are 
              on their toes." 

             "Aye 
              sir!"  The young ensign  replied enthusiastically, 
              and went to work with his communications system.

             
               

             
                                                              
              *****************

             
                        
              

             "And 
              so that's how I ended up here." finished Joseph.  Captain 
              Turagon looked at him for a long time. He'd been silent through 
              the whole story.

             
                        
              "Well..." the Captain said after a long silence. "If 
              I was the Imps, I'd have tracked your hyper signature here from 
              Rendaii and be hot on your tail." He paused for a moment and 
              Joseph nodded.

             
                        
              "But as long as you didn't use your real name when you checked 
              in with CSC they'll have a hard time tracking just your description. 
              You didn't use your real name did you?" The captain asked expectantly. 
              

             
                        
              "Um." Joseph said as his face turned slightly red. He 
              looked down at the table studying it. Captain Turagon put his hand 
              over his eyes and rubbed his temples for a several seconds as if 
              he had a bad headache. 

             
                        
              "Alright, you'd better get back to your ship then, and fast." 
              he said finally. Joseph looked up again and nodded as he spoke, 
              "Yeah, I believe your right." 

             
                        
              "Ok then it's settled, I can't have my ship affiliated with 
              a runaway, but I need you as an escort. So this is what were going 
              to do." Joseph leaned forward listening intently as the Captain 
              continued. 

             
                        
              "Get to your fighter and bust out of Corellia as hard and fast 
              as you can, make a quick jump to Selonia. You can rendezvous with 
              my ship, the Corvette Jadestone in Selonian orbit. We'll 
              pick you up there."

             "So 
              that's it then." Joseph said and he stood up. The captain stood 
              up also and replied with a laugh, "That's it? You've got your 
              work cut out for you sonny."  

             Joseph 
              smiled in return. "Yeah I guess I do."  

             "Well, 
              good luck, and make it to Selonia in one piece." 

             "Yes 
              sir." Joseph said and tossed up a mock salute. 

             After 
              the Captain had returned it, Joseph took off at a quick jog out 
              of the Cantina. Captain Turagon chuckled to himself as Joseph left 
              and then settled himself in his seat again to finish his drink.

             
               

              
              *******************

             
               

             
                        
              Joseph broke into a sprint as he exited the Fighter's Fury. Running 
              along past several other pedestrians he easily navigated his way 
              towards his distant docking bay. As he ran along corridor after 
              corridor, Joseph mentally kicked himself for being careless enough 
              to use his real name with the CSC official. 

             
                        
              "Oh well." he thought, "The best thing 
              I can do is get outta? here hard and fast, just like Turagon said." 
               

             Taking 
              another right turn, Joseph recognized his surroundings and realized 
              he was closer to his fighter than he thought. Just another 100 meters 
              or so. 

             
                        
               Leaning against the rock wall behind him, Joseph wiped beads 
              of sweat that had begun appearing on his brow and closed his eyes 
              for a short breather. And then beyond the sound of his breathing 
              he could barely make out a distant, but fast approaching sound. 

             
              *clink* *clink* *clink* *clink* 

             
              Stormtroopers.  

             The 
              word came to Joseph with a  
              sudden  burst 
              that made his eyes jump open. He noted to himself how much surprise 
              and fear the word put into him when he thought about it. Stormtroopers 
              had always stood for order and justice until hardly two days ago. 
              Now they stood for nothing but terror. Joseph grimaced slightly 
              to himself. How things could change in such a short time. 

             
                        
              Crouching against the corner of the nearby wall, Joseph ventured 
              a look back the way he had just come. Roughly 25 meters away, a 
              squad of eight Stormtroopers in a V formation was making its way 
              towards him at a quick trot, the ever-so familiar clinking of white 
              armor declaring the troopers  presence to all. 

             
                        
              Joseph stood up quickly from his crouching position and took off 
              down the last corridor towards his waiting fighter with no hesitation. 
              Turning the last corner into Bay 52, Joseph hopped aboard his fighter's 
              port solar array and popped his top-hatch. Jumping inside the hatch 
              as soon as it opened, he landed on the padded pilot couch behind 
              his view port. 

             
                        
              Skipping as much of his pre-flight checks as he possibly could, 
              he soon had his repulsorlifts humming to life. Then the stormtroopers 
              arrived. 

             
                        
              Filing into his docking bay the troops began firing relentlessly 
              with small blasters at his fighter and surrounding it. His cockpit 
              was flooded with light as shot after shot flared against the blast 
              shielding of his view port.

             
                        
              Joseph continued coaxing his repulsor lifts to life and began glancing 
              at other key systems. His hull seemed to be holding for the moment, 
              but even combat armor had its limits against such relentless fire. 
              Finally Joseph activated his repulsors and felt his ship begin to 
              pull away from the confines of his hangar bay, and the stormtroopers. 
              

             He 
              shunted more power to his engines and shot away from the hangar 
              with the signature wail of twin ion engines. Glancing behind him 
              he saw the shrinking shapes of stormtroopers still firing at him. 
              

             
                        
              Joseph brought his sensors online as soon as he cleared the spaceport. 
              He immediately picked up a patrol flight of three Tie-Fighters moving 
              to intercept him from starboard. He also spotted a full squadron 
              of  Tie-Interceptors launching from one of the stations in 
              orbit dead ahead. 

             
                        
              "Unknown starfighter, this is Imperial Control," his comm 
              said as it crackled to life. "Bring your fighter down at the 
              nearest area for questioning. Comply now or you will be fired upon." 
              

             As 
              testament to the last statement the patrol flight of three Tie-Fighters 
              had gained on Joseph's position and had solid laser locks on his 
              starfighter.

             
                        
              "Copy Imperial control. Bringing my fighter around now." 
              Joseph pulled back slowly on his pilots yoke and rolled even more 
              slowly on his port solar array until he was facing the Tie patrol 
              that had come up on his stern. 

             
                        
              Obviously he was going to slide past the ties and continue towards 
              the ground where he would be "questioned". Obviously. 
               

             
                        
              Joseph threw all power into his engines and pushed his pilot yoke 
              as far down as it could go. The force of sudden acceleration and 
              the near ninety degree descent pushed him back into the confines 
              of his pilots chair and made the edges of his vision gray out. Fighting 
              the G-forces Joseph brought his shields on-line and directed them 
              towards the rear of his ship. Just in time. 

             
                        
              The three tie-fighters had been expecting a trick of some kind and 
              twisted their fighters around with a certain amount of expertise 
              that put them right on Joseph's tail. Their first shots went wide, 
              but the follow-ups scored hits on the still diving Tie-Advanced. 
              The blasts splashed harmlessly off the fully powered shields.

             
                        
              Joseph put his fighter into a series of corkscrew turns and continued 
              diving towards the city of Cor Vega that he had just left. The fighters 
              behind him continued firing lances of green lightning towards him. 
              

             
                        
              His fighter shot out of the clouds over the outskirts of the city. 
              Hanging extremely close to the terrain he juked back and forth attempting 
              to lose the bothersome ties. Skimming the rooftops of the spaceport 
              facility, he spotted a vast array of communication towers. 

             
                        
              Sliding his ship onto its starboard array and chopping his throttle 
              back to 1/3 power he began working his way in and out of the towers. 
              Dodging left and right, the towers flew by at a blinding speed. 
              And then he was past them heading towards the main part of the city. 
              Joseph evened out his fighter and looked behind him to see how the 
              less aerodynamic ties had fared.

             
                        
               The lead Tie-Fighter dodged the first few towers with ease, 
              but then ran dead into another one that ripped right through the 
              center of his craft. The broken Tie exploded in a huge ball of fire. 
              That explosion threw the Tie to its port into a deadly spin that 
              carried it away from the towers and towards the main spaceport control 
              tower. The pilot pulled up as hard and fast as it could, but it's 
              starboard wing clipped the tower and was brutally torn away. The 
              final Tie-Starfighter slipped through the towers and continued firing 
              at the jinxing Tie-Advanced. 

             Juking 
              his ship in a series of random movements, Joseph managed to avoid 
              the majority of bolts by a narrow margin. 

             
                        
              Joseph suddenly stopped his random movements and pulled back hard 
              on his stick aiming the nose of his fighter towards the sky and 
              cut his throttle to zero, sending his fighter into a quick stall. 
               

             The 
              Tie-Fighter shot past his immobile starfighter and quickly realized 
              its mistake. But not quickly enough. 

             
                        
              Bringing his engines back on-line, Joseph settled in right behind 
              the sole remaining fighter. A single, quad-linked shot melted right 
              through the center of the Tie-Fighter's ball cockpit, killing it's 
              pilot instantly. The shot also set off the starfighter's twin ion 
              engines igniting fuel tanks and sending small shards of the armor 
              raining down on downtown Cor Vega in a brilliant explosion. Breathing 
              a sigh of relief, Joseph gunned his engines, skimmed over the city, 
              and angled up towards space.

             
                        
              Joseph finally broke through the atmosphere and made his way towards 
              deep space. Giving one last look towards Corellia and the still 
              pursuing Tie-Interceptors that had launched earlier, Joseph engaged 
              his hyperdrive and was on his way to Selonia. 

             
               

              
              ******************

             
               

             
              After the extremely short hop away from Corellia 
              and to Selonia, Joseph spotted Captain Turagon's ship, the Corellian 
              Corvette Jadestone. Orbiting the giant blue form of Selonia, 
              the Jadestone had several small shuttles and freighters docking 
              with it delivering supplies.    

             
                        
              Joseph activated his comm. system and said, "Tie-Advanced starfighter 
              to Jadestone. Requesting bay clearance."  

             A 
              deep bass voice replied, "Clearance granted starfighter. Glad 
              you got here now, we were about to head off." 

             "Appreciate 
              you waiting Jadestone." Joseph replied with a smirk. "Lining 
              up for docking procedures."

             "Copy 
              starfighter, Captain Turagon arrived just ahead of you. He'll meet 
              you in the Docking bay. Jadestone out."

             
                        
              Ten minutes later, Joseph set his Tie-Advanced down slowly onto 
              the deck of Jadestone's hanger with a thump. Stepping out 
              of his starfighter, and hopping down to the deck off his starboard 
              solar array, Joseph looked around the hanger with apparent curiosity. 
               

             
                        
              Across from his fighter were parked three Z-95 Headhunters that 
              had seen alot of wear and tear. A few mechanics huddled around the 
              Headhunters looking them over and tuning different parts. Joseph 
              also noticed a few other mechanics and crewmen of the Jadestone 
              giving him and his Imperial fighter a hard stare. 

             
                        
              Joseph was withdrawn from his personal thoughts when a heavy hand 
              landed on his shoulder.  Turning around he saw the smiling, 
              scarred face of Captain Turagon. 

             
                        
              ?Well son, glad to see you made it. After you left I heard from 
              a friend a squad of stormies was heading towards your ship.?  
              

             Joseph 
              leaned back against his fighter, crossed his arms across his chest 
              and replied, ?Yeah, I managed to give them and a few Tie's the slip 
              on my way out here.? 

             Joseph 
              pointed to a long black streak of a laser bolt that creased the 
              solar array he was leaning against.  "A Tie-Fighter's 
              handiwork." 

             
                        
              "Good to know you're up to the challenge. We seem to run into 
              quite a few Imps and pirates on our runs." Turagon paused for 
              a moment, then turned and swept his arm, displaying the rest of 
              the hanger to Joseph. "But for now let me show you around my 
              beautiful ship."  

             "Lead 
              the way, Captain."

             
            
<"See?" Hellcat said to Icestorm. "You haven't even been here that 
              long, and you're already being treated to a tale."

            

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
              
              A Good Reason to Die 

              
              by Josh 'Nova' Caton

             In 
              the watering hole lounge of the vaunted Mon Calamari star cruiser 
               Liberty, 
              one joke too many is never enough. And at this time of night, no 
              subject is too ridiculous. 

            'What's 
              this thing rated, anyway?' 

             Elbows 
              resting on the table, Bulldog flashed a look of confusion. 'What 
              are you talking about, Ranc?'

             'this 
              table,' Rancor said, rapping it with a knuckle. 'How much weight 
              do you think it'll bear?' 

            Bulldog 
              suppressed a chuckle but couldn't contain a smile. 'Why do you ask?'

             'Because 
              I need another drink, and I need to make sure she'll hold up.?'

             The 
              pilots laughed a good laugh, a laugh of rest. Even shuttered away 
              in the belly of a warship, times like these made the war seem far 
              away. 

             But 
              never too far away.

             An 
              unexpected visitor to the lounge interrupted the reverie. The 
              six pilots wobbled into the closest approximation to military form 
              they could manage in their inebriated states.

             'Col. 
              Rambo, sir,' said Kallysto, the veteran amongst the evening's revelers. 
              'What can we do for you?'

             'At 
              ease, men.' Stryker waited for the pilots to return to their seats. 
              'I apologize for interrupting your R&R time, but something's 
              come up. We've received a transmission from an unknown individual 
              on an outer rim planet saying they have information vital to the 
              Alliance.'

             
               'Unknown?' Kallysto asked. 'don't our sources have codes so 
              we know who they are?'

             'Yes, 
              and this transmission included cleared rebel security codes, although 
              not ones typically used in communiqu's with Renegade Wing.'

             Icestorm 
              spoke up. 'do we know the nature of the information?' he asked.

             'the 
              source will not reveal much, but hinted that it might unearth a 
              traitor or series of traitors within the Alliance. He's requested 
              payment in person for the information and suggested a protocol droid 
              also be present due to his lack of fluency in basic.' 

             'sounds 
              strange,' Condor noted. 'do we think it's legit?'

             'We're 
              skeptical. That's why we're sending Syntax. He can handle whatever 
              surprises might arise, but he can't play an undercover Alliance 
              intelligence agent unless we invest in a whole lot of synthflesh. 
              I'd like one of you to forfeit your next few days of downtime to 
              accompany our 'protocol droid' to the rendezvous point and either 
              obtain the information or prove it false.'

             'Where's 
              the rendezvous?'

              
              

              
              'On Tatooine. Mos Eisley, to be specific.'

             'I'll 
              go' Nova blurted before any of the other pilots could speak up.

             'Hold 
              on a minute,' Kallysto protested. 'shouldn't we send, say, a former 
              child actor to play the part of Syntax's owner?' 

             Nova 
              gave the former child actor an exaggerated look of shock. 'What? 
              You think you're the only pilot who did a little acting when you 
              were a kid? I'll have you know you're looking at the guy who played 
              the lead role in Ballast's primary school's production of The 
              Emperor and I. ' 

            More 
              laughter, this time with Stryker joining in. The colonel regarded 
              the dark-haired Buccaneer thoughtfully. 'Nova, I think you could 
              use the ground experience. You'd better get to your bunk. You leave 
              in five hours. The rest of you, enjoy your downtime.' Stryker turned 
              to leave, but stopped after a step. 'do something about that table, 
              would you? The thing's bowing, and I'd hate to have to deduct the 
              cost of a new one from your credit accounts.' 

            ***

             Conversation 
              was brisk in the passenger bay of the Muurian transport  
              Corona. 
              Stash, the owner and pilot of the smuggling ship, had been entertaining 
              the two pilots with tales of outside-the-law adventures. Nova and 
              Syntax had hitched a ride to Tatooine with Stash, long trusted by 
              the Alliance as a trader in the blaster coolant freelol variety. 
              If their mission didn't take long, they'd be riding back to the 
               Liberty 
               with 
              Stash as well.  

             A 
              tone sounded, signaling that Stash was needed back in the cockpit.

             'Hey, 
              thanks for the chat, fellas. Been a bit lonely around here since 
              Bin got busted along the Sisar Run and shipped off to Kessel.' said 
              Stash, as he rose to enter the cockpit.

             'Bin?' 
              Nova asked.

             'my 
              partner of six years. He was doing a solo run, a contract job and 
              got boarded by an Imp patrol. It was all I could do to keep myself 
              from charging  Corona 
              into that rock and trying to bust him out, but good sense got the 
              better of me.'

             'You 
              probably would have ended up alongside him in the dark.'

             'I 
              know. I do miss the chap though. Heckuva gunner.' After a quiet 
              moment, the cockpit tone sounded again. Stash sighed. 'Better see 
              what's up. You fellas make yourselves at home.'

             'thanks, 
              Stash,' Nova said with a nod. He liked Stash, a not-quite-middle-aged 
              human, and found himself charmed by the spacer's galaxy-spanning 
              tales. Syntax, on the other hand, was difficult to talk to. Nova 
              had to admit he was intimidated by the ex-bounty-hunter-hunter turned 
              elite pilot. He knew Syntax would risk deactivation to save a fellow 
              Renegade, but that didn't make the steel skinned droid any more 
              approachable. Still, after an uncomfortably long silence, Nova started 
              to speak up. But the droid beat him to it.

             'Why 
              you?'

             Nova 
              was startled. 'Huh?' he blurted out.

             'Why 
              are you my partner on this mission?' continued the droid.

             'Uh, 
              because they needed someone to play info trader to your protocol 
              droid.' he quipped.

             'I 
              know the mission parameters, Nova. Why did you volunteer to come 
              to Mos Eisley?'

             'Famous 
              place, from what I hear. I wanted to see it, that's all.' Nova realized 
              Syntax wasn't going to say anymore. 'Is it as rough as its legend?'

             'Yes.' 
              The droid said. 'But not too rough for me.'

             Stash 
              rounded the corner into the passenger bay. 'reversion in fifteen.'

             Nova 
              nodded. 'let's hope this guy's info is worth the trip.'

             'trust 
              me,' the droid said. 'Unless he can tell us where the Emperor keeps 
              his toothbrush, it won't be.' 

             ***

             Nova 
              squinted as the bright Tatooine suns glinted off Syntax's metal 
              shell. Mos Eisley Spaceport was less crowded than Nova would have 
              guessed, but twice as hot. He tried his best to not look out of 
              place, but a keen observer would have seen the gait with which the 
              native Caridan carried himself was a bit more Imperial than 
              the average sentient strolling the sandy streets. Even so, the close 
              fitting brown tunic, rough stubble on his chin and blaster on his 
              hip was enough to fool a pair of Jawas that skittered by, tugging 
              on Nova's pants and pointing at Syntax. Nova shooed the scavengers 
              away in a manner that seemed, at least to him, to be very Mos 
              Eisley.

             As 
              they pressed on through the streets, Nova felt the piercing gaze 
              of a Gotal in the shadows of an alleyway, but he didn't turn to 
              make eye contact. Suspicion is about the only thing that grows 
              here, Nova thought. A few more paces, and Nova's ears picked 
              up the bubbly tones of a jizz-wailer band. Almost there.

             'Ok, 
              Lommie,' he said, using the droid nickname Syntax had picked for 
              himself. He kept his voice just above a whisper. 'You ready for 
              this?'

             'Indeed, 
              Master. Although I must say this is no place for a droid of my particular 
              talents,' Syntax replied, his voice a good octave higher than normal.

             Nova 
              allowed a short smile at Syntax's acting, and together they stepped 
              inside the Mos Eisley Cantina. 

             The 
              joint was jumping. Aliens of all species chittered, clicked, chatted 
              and cooed in their varying languages and in varying states of drunkenness. 
              He didn't see any droids, nor did he see anyone tending the bar 
              at the time of their entrance. Nova intentionally kept a thumb on 
              the flechette pistol on his hip as he surveyed the establishment. 
              

             'Have 
              a seat, Lommie, I need a drink.' 

             Syntax 
              made his way to an out of the way table as Nova squeezed his way 
              up to the bar. A Twi'lek seated at the bar gave Nova a hard stare, 
              but Nova dismissed the veiled threat with a nod of the head and 
              a smile that said, 'try me today, punk.' He made eye contact with 
              the heavyset bartender and ordered a Whyren's Reserve for himself 
              and the Cantemenin Falie Lager that was to be the signal for their 
              contact.

             He 
              returned to find Syntax sitting silently. 'Anyone give you any trouble?'

             'Oh, 
              no, sir. Though I cannot understand why I would be the only protocol 
              droid in here, sir. The patrons here are so unrefined that a good 
              LOM-series droid would be quite beneficial, I should think.'

             'Great, 
              Lommie,  great.' Nova sipped his Whyren's and let the whiskey 
              linger on his tongue. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a 
              Trandoshan clearly paying more than just a cursory glance to he 
              and his droid.

             Moments 
              later, the large meat-colored reptoid stood up from his seat and 
              made his way to Nova's table. Nova didn't look up from his drink, 
              even after the Trandoshan stood directly to Nova's left and cast 
              its rather large shadow across the table. 

             'You 
              musssst be new here,' the Trandoshan hissed.

             'You 
              must think I don't mind talking to lizards,' said Nova, thick with 
              sarcasm.

             The 
              Trandoshan put his foreclaws on the table and leaned down into Nova's 
              face. 'this place doesn't sssserve their kind,' he said, nodding 
              his ridged head at Syntax.

             'Oh 
              Master, perhaps I should?' began the droid, in a plaintive voice.

             'Cool 
              it Lommie,' Nova said. He eyed the big reptile and mentally prepared 
              himself for a fight. 'Funny, I don't recall my droid having anything 
              to drink. It's a slaggin' good thing this hole doesn't serve droids, 
              because they do a poor job.'

             'I 
              don't like droidssss.' The Trandoshan pulled himself up to full 
              height. 'And I don't like you.'

            'me?' 
              Nova said, exaggerating his expression of disbelief. 'What's not 
              to like about me?'

             The 
              Trandoshan's tongue flicked from his nostrils. 'You smell like an 
              Imp.'

             Nova 
              let his head drop and forced a chuckle from his throat.

             'Well, 
              you know what they say, don't ya big fella?' The Trandoshan bared 
              his teeth. 'this place can get a little rough?'and then the pilot 
              struck. With his left hand, he grabbed the reptile by the back of 
              its scaly leg and slung it into the table's edge. As the beast staggered, 
              Nova rose from his seat and planted a forearm across its chest. 
              The Trandoshan sucked for air as Nova let the force of his blow 
              carry through behind the saurian, then fluidly put both hands on 
              its back and rammed its head into the table. The hulking creature 
              crumbled to the floor. It was over so quickly the jizz-wailers didn't 
              miss a beat.

             'Hey, 
              you!' The bartender called, rushing out from some unseen corner 
              of the establishment to see to the ruckus Nova had caused. 'take 
              your droid and get out of here!'

             Nova 
              gave the bartender a satisfied nod and raised the glass of red Falie 
              Lager above his head'then poured it onto the unconscious reptile 
              below.

             'It's 
              common courtesy, Master, to leave a gratuity after making such a 
              mess,' Syntax said as they made their way out of the cantina.

             'Yeah' 
              Good idea, Lommie. Hey barkeep!' Nova flipped a credcoin toward 
              the bartender. 'the big fella's sorry about the mess.'

              ***

              Syntax 
              noted the increase in component temperature as he and Nova stepped 
              back out beneath the Tatooine suns. He turned his head so his photoreceptors 
              faced Nova.

             'You 
              handled yourself well in there,' the droid said as a thrumming swoop 
              sped by on the Mos Eisley streets. 'I was getting ready to take 
              him down myself.'

             'Yeah, 
              well, you forget where I grew up. Carida's a high-grav world. I 
              haven't been there for years, I bet one of my punches still packs 
              a little high-grav-trained wallop.'

             Syntax 
              scolded himself for not considering the data he had on Nova's background 
              in his memory core. He wondered whether too much cockpit time was 
              reducing his capacity to process and cross-reference data, but dismissed 
              the thought.

            'Interesting 
              that you choose to keep that a secr?'

             'Whoa, 
              Syntax,' Nova interrupted. 'Best stay in character. I think someone's 
              headed toward us.'

             Syntax 
              widened his optic scanning and located the figure Nova had noticed. 
              A long-snouted Vulptereen was weaving his way calmly through the 
              bustling street, his path clearly designed to intersect with the 
              one Syntax and Nova were currently traveling.

             'You 
              think this is our contact?'

             'maybe,' 
              Syntax responded. 'this one is a small-time snoop and data dealer. 
              I recognize him from a job I pulled at Abregado-rae. Called Flun.'

             'Will 
              he recognize you?'

             'Not 
              likely. I was discreet on that job.'

             Nova 
              turned down a less congested street and slowed his stride. Moments 
              later, the Vulptereen was walking in stride with them.

             'kal 
              chub de Muuriae funda malnodat.'

              Syntax 
              responded with 'Kal ho.' 

             'Munde 
              no farun de liften?'

            He 
              translated the Huttese language variant for Nova's benefit. 'master, 
              this gentlebeing has asked us if we arrived in the Muurian docked 
              in bay 94. I told him we were. He then asked how much we would pay 
              for vital information.'

             Nova 
              seemed to consider this. 'tell him he should have a Farlie Lager 
              at the cantina.'

             Syntax 
              translated the phrase into the Huttese variant the Vulptereen was 
              speaking. It only seemed to confuse the Vulptereen.

             'Faklen 
              no bact  mun donden,' Flun said with a snort. 
              'Kuba de funda malodat..'

              'He 
              says he doesn't drink anything that doesn't require bacta to cure 
              the hangover. His initial offer, master, still stands.'

             Nova 
              frowned. 'tell him we've got fifty creds to burn. We'll pay him 
              what it's worth.'

             Again 
              Syntax translated, and the Vulptereen offered a response. 'Fadda 
              de din de jarra ne. Corona  pluren fal ladda.'

             Syntax's 
              head swiveled toward Nova.

             'What'd 
              he say?'

             'He 
              said the dock master is overcharging us for  
              Corona's 
              berth.'

             Nova 
              gave the Vulptereen a vibroblading stare, though Syntax recognized 
              the look as more falsehood than furor. Nova reached in his pockets 
              and flipped a single credcoin into the dirt at the Vulptereen's 
              feet. The Vulptereen looked insulted, but the expression broke when 
              he saw Nova's gaze. Flun scooped up the credcoin and recessed further 
              into the alleyway.

             'What 
              now?'

             'Back 
              to the  Corona,' 
              Syntax answered. 'my guess is, if someone wants to talk to us, they 
              will know where to look.'

             **

             The 
              only thing waiting for Nova and Syntax back at  Corona's 
               docking 
              bay was hard labor. Like the pilots, Stash hadn't encountered anything 
              out of the ordinary. With that, the Renegades finally resigned themselves 
              to the fact that they'd come to Mos Eisley for nothing. Stash, however, 
              set them to work loading crates of freelol in to the freighter's 
              hold.

             'Well, 
              sometimes wild mynock chases are a blessing, boys,' Stash said. 
              'You never know. The chap you were looking for might only have wanted 
              to blast you.'

             'still,' 
              Syntax said, 'I don't like leaving without knowing something about 
              whoever got a message through to the  
              Liberty. 
              As it is, our report is going to be pretty boring, except for the 
              part about you pounding that Trandoshan in the Cantina, eh Nova?'

             Nova 
              didn't acknowledge the droid's inquiry. Syntax realized the human 
              hadn't been listening to the conversation at all. Something else 
              had him lost in thought.

             'Hey 
              Stash, Nova asked as he grabbed a crate of the blaster coolant 
              from the gravtruck. 'How long 'til we burn out of here?'

             'A 
              little over and hour standard, if the port authority stays on schedule,' 
              the old man said.

             Nova 
              nodded and added another crate to the stack. 'Either of you guys 
              know a good bookstore around here?'

             The 
              bewilderment on the face of Stash and the still silence of Syntax 
              told Nova that they did not.

             **

             Philosophers 
              could debate for decades on whether artificial intelligence had 
              instincts, in the way that biological life forms do. But 
              Syntax didn't need instincts to know something was wrong. 

            Nova 
              had been gone for 15 minutes when Syntax's proximity sensors were 
              triggered. Another being had entered the docking bay and a quick 
              directed scan revealed that it wasn't Nova. In fact, it wasn't human.

             With 
              blazing reflexes possible only by impulse through circuitry, Syntax 
              drew his blaster and dropped into a defensive crouch behind the 
              gravtruck. 'stash, get...'

             The 
              telltale blue wave of a stun bolt lashed through the docking bay 
              and felled Stash with a thud. Syntax's diagnostics registered a 
              power surge in his components, a residual effect of the electricity 
              of the stun blast. He squeezed the firing stud on his blaster and 
              sent a line of fire back in the direction of the attacker.

             Blue 
              energy again streaked toward him from the dark of the hangar's entryway. 
              Again, his diagnostics catalogued the energy as it cruised harmlessly 
              past. This time, it was no stun bolt. It was an ion blast'specifically 
              designed to knock out electronic systems. Or, Syntax knew, the occasional 
              droid. He'd have bet his servos that whatever was firing the gun 
              was the thing that had brought he and Nova to Tatooine in the first 
              place. 

             And 
              Syntax wanted to get to the bottom of this.

             The 
              droid fired again, this time his line tracking his line of fire 
              intentionally high of his target. He'd get no information from a 
              dead thing. He rolled out from behind the grav truck and advanced, 
              using the  Corona's 
              landing struts as cover.  The droid focused his optic receptors 
              on the entry way and found a match'male Talz, two meters tall. Two 
              more ion shots whizzed toward where Syntax had been behind the gravtruck. 
              The Talz had missed Syntax's move, and the droid wasted no time.

             Syntax 
              sprung from behind the strut and fired two surgical shots at the 
              stationary Talz, one struck the furred biped in the hand, forcing 
              it to drop its weapon. The second and third caught the Talz in the 
              lower abdomen, forcing the Talz itself to the ground in a slump. 
              Syntax charged, blaster at the ready, to confront his attacker. 
              

             The 
              white-furred creature breathed heavily but, was breathing. Syntax 
              kept his blaster trained on the attacker. 'keep in mind that that 
              gut shot could have been right between those four eyes of yours,' 
              Syntax said. 'And tell me just who you are.' 

            'rablen,' 
              the Talz wheezed. 'I'm bounty hunter.'

             'Bounty 
              hunter? Never heard of you.'

             The 
              Talz slumped as if Syntax's remark had been another blaster shot 
              to his gut. He didn't say anything.

             'What 
              is it you want?'

             'I 
              thought that would be obvious. I wanted to kill you. The great 
              9-LOM, the bounty hunter's bounty hunter.'

             A 
              mechanical scoff came from Syntax's vocoder. 'I don't believe you. 
              You could have taken me out when you stunned Stash over there. Then 
              when you started shooting at me you used low power ion bolts that 
              wouldn't have disabled me anyway. You weren't trying to kill anybody.' 
              The droid paused. 'You were trying to commit suicide.'

             The 
              Talz looked up at Syntax with four dark eyes and shook his head 
              in mild disbelief. 'You are  sharp. That's why you were so 
              good, 9-LOM. Me? I was a lousy hunter. Great tracker, I mean I'm 
              one of the best trackers there is. I managed to find you in that 
              rebel fighter squadron and lure you here, didn't I'  But I'm 
              a slagged lousy hunter. I could never close the deal, never deliver 
              the merchandise. Never. I once hunted this assassin half way across 
              the galaxy and ended up with a hole in my gut and zero creds. I 
              never amounted to anything.'

             'And 
              you thought getting killed by me would make you famous.'

             'It 
              wouldn't be the first time someone got snuffed by you and got a 
              new reputation by dying, that's sure. And hey, I've got no family, 
              no crew. I'm broke. I've got nothing to live for, so dying's 
              as good a thing as any.' Raben closed his eyes and leaned his head 
              back against the stone of the entry way. 'so you going to do it 
              or what?'

             Syntax 
              paused.

             'Yes. 
              I'll kill you. But first you'll do something for me.'

             ***

             Corona 
              left Mos Eisley spaceport as planned. Syntax was seated at the dejarik 
              table when Nova emerged from the rear passenger compartments.

             'How's 
              our new passenger doing?' the droid asked.

             'Fine, 
              I guess. The bacta patch will keep the wounds under control until 
              we can get him proper medical care.' Nova sat down beside Syntax 
              and took out a datapad. 'I've got to tell you that's some arrangement 
              you made. You really going to kill him?'

             'No, 
              probably not unless he gets out of line. I thought Stash needed 
              and extra set of hands and another two pair of eyes aboard this 
              bucket. Rablen, or whatever his name is, obviously has some skills 
              or he wouldn't have been able to get us to Tatooine. I don't think 
              he's dangerous, and Stash felt the same way after I presented him 
              with the deal: The Talz gives Stash some help for a while aboard 
               Corona, 
              and I'll come back and waste him when I get the chance. I was a 
              little surprised he agreed.'

             ?I 
              think the poor furball was just looking for some direction and needed 
              someone to put him on a different jump course. I gave him a copy 
              of this holobook I picked up dirtside. Thought he might get something 
              out of it.'

             'Ah, 
              I see you found the bookstore you were looking for.'

             'three, 
              actually,' Nova said, leaning back in his chair. 'spaceports have 
              a market for bookstores, I guess, with all the travelers passing 
              through. I picked up a couple volumes, but this one little alley 
              shop, the third store I went into, finally had what I was looking 
              for.' 

             'so 
              tell me,' the droid said, indicating the datapad, 'is this what 
              made you volunteer to come to Mos Eisley?'

             'It's 
              called Treehome.' Nova said with a nod. ?Written by a Wookiee, 
              Gralbarra.'

             'I 
              didn't realize Wookiees were a literary species.'

             'sure 
              they are. I have to use a translator program, of course, but the 
              spirit of the work survives a switch to basic.' Nova seemed to refocus 
              his attention on Syntax. 'Gralbarra uses the Wookiee's treetop cities 
              as a symbol for everything they want to preserve from the Empire. 
              The Empire wants to portray Wookiees and other nonhumans as subspecies, 
              incapable of culture or art. Mindless muscle, in the Wookiee's case. 
              Gralbarra, and others like him, prove the Empire wrong time and 
              time again. That, of course, is why the Emperor has a banned book 
              list the size of a Super Star Destroyer.'

             'so 
              you volunteered to come to a hole like Mos Eisley for the chance 
              to find a dealer who sells banned books' This had the potential 
              to be a dangerous job. Getting smoked on some book search would 
              sure be a bad way to die.'

             'I 
              don't think so, Syntax. We'd both agree that given the state of 
              the galaxy, getting vaped fighting the Imps in space is a good reason 
              to die. And so is this this,' Nova said, wagging the datapad in 
              his hand. 'Gralbarra is fighting his own war. And his courage, and 
              that of those like him, gives me one more reason to keep climbing 
              into a B-wing. You see?' Nova shook his head in frustration. 'I 
              guess I'm not making much sense to you.'

             Syntax 
              seemed to consider this. 'While I do not pretend to process the 
              concept of literature completely, I think I comprehend your point. 
              By going out of your way to read something a Wookiee wrote, you 
              fight the tyranny that the Emperor would exert over your mind.'

             'that 
              sounds about right.' Nova offered the datapad to Syntax. 'You want 
              to read it?'

             'Our 
              new Talz shipmate might enjoy it, but I do not think I have much 
              use for it, Nova, thank you.'  

             'suit 
              yourself.' He rose and stared toward the  
              Corona's  
              cockpit. 'I'm going to see if Stash needs a hand with our next jump 
              transfer.'

             Syntax 
              noticed that Nova had left his datapad on the dejarik table. He 
              picked up the pad, and, after a moment's hesitation, plugged the 
              pad into his own input jack. Seconds later, the complete volume 
              of Treehome was stored in his memory core. 

            
 Those 
              X-wing hyperjumps can be a long haul, 
              Syntax told himself as the 
              datadump finished. Just in case he got bored.
            

        

      

    

 

 


      
        
          	 
           

      
        
          	Comm-Silence




9-LOM ducked
under the rolling door to the bunker as it closed, stepping to the left of the
wide doorway, into the shadows cast by the corner and the off-center lights
mounted in the pitted and aging ceiling. The door hit the ground, loud in the
empty loading dock. Louder than 9-LOM would have liked, but it meant nothing;
the door was always this loud, and with no one around to hear it anyway, it was
irrelevant. 9-LOM stepped forward, engaging the sound-mufflers built into his
servomotors, which had been specially installed by the SpecForces mechanics
when he'd transferred into Special Ops. The movement
was perfectly silent as he stepped along the wall, ducking under the first
window, where a pair of Imperial officers chatted. Their conversation was
halted by the double-paned transparisteel, however; nothing intelligible could
be gleaned from their moving mouths. With their backs turned, 9-LOM couldn't even lip-read. 


He slid along
the wall a bit further, until he came to an open doorway. He reached across his
hip with his right hand, into the satchel hanging from his left shoulder, and
pulled out the small, portable mirror. Angling it properly, he could see well
down the hall; there were two stormtroopers, standing at attention outside one
of the apparent offices. That would be
the field commander's office 9-LOM thought to himself, and silently leapt
across the doorway. If the troopers had been looking, they'd
only have seen a blur of movement, dark against the shadows of the loading
dock. There was an open corridor at the end of the dock, but 9-LOM's view of it
was obscured by a loading truck. 9-LOM inched up behind the truck, stepped
around to the left -- and saw another trooper wandering lazily down the halls. Sith!, 9-LOM
thought, and spun back behind the truck, back into the shadows. 9-LOM timed his
sidesteps so that he inched around the other side of the truck as the trooper
walked out into the loading dock. Now 9-LOM had to make a choice: Wait for the trooper to go back, or kill him
now? If I kill him, someone will stumble across him later. If I don't, he could see me later and then I'm just as screwed.


A panel on
9-LOM's right thigh retracted and a small object slid out; 9-LOM removed the
vibroblade with his right hand, rotating it up so that his forearm covered the
blade and prevented any light from reflecting off of it. He listened for the crescendo
of the stormtrooper's footsteps, and quickly scurried around the left side of
the truck, keeping his head low and ducking around the front. As the trooper
walked deeper into the loading dock, 9-LOM dashed into the adjacent hall. He
heard the trooper's footsteps slow and the pivot of a boot on the duracrete
floor, and dove into an open, dark storage closet on the right. He landed on
his right shoulder, left hand already whipping the AM-125 machine-pistol out
and up and rolled onto his back as he slid to a stop inside the closet. 9-LOM
had made sure to attach the silencer for the pistol well before entering the
bunker. The footsteps got louder again, nearing his position, and he steadied
his aim. The trooper came into view -- and promptly turned to the left, towards
the door directly across the hall from the open closet, his back to 9-LOM.
9-LOM flicked a switch with his left thumb, engaging the laser sight on the
machine-pistol, the red dot dancing a bit on the back of the trooper's helmet.
The door opened, the trooper stepped through it, and it closed. 9-LOM switched
off the laser sight, rose, and put the vibroblade back in the compartment in his
thigh. He poked his head out of the storage closet, looking to the left and
right, and then proceeded down the hall to the right. He stepped around the
next corner, eyeing the open doorway on the left side of the hall. He continued
down, peeked his head around the corner into the doorway -- and saw that it was
the mess hall. And it was lunchtime. 9-LOM tried to step back from the walkway,
but the whine of a blaster rifle, specifically a model E-11, charging up
stopped his movement. He dove forward across the doorway, whipping his left arm
out and aiming with the machine-pistol, and fired off a silenced round at the
trooper who'd snuck up behind him. The same trooper
whom he'd let live earlier, when he was in the storage
closet. He reached across his hip into the satchel, pulling out a sticky-bomb
as the downed trooper fell backward, the armor-piercing slugthrower shot
exiting the back of his head and pinging off of the ceiling.
A few stormtroopers sitting nearest to the doorway promptly stood, upon hearing
the ricochet and the clatter of stormtrooper armor, and even more stood upon
hearing the chirp of the sticky-bomb being armed, as 9-LOM slapped it onto the
wall right next to the doorframe. Those same troopers went down again, however,
as 9-LOM dove away from the doorway, and the one-second timer ran out; the wall
exploded, blowing inward into the mess hall, and the ceiling collapsed in front
of the opening. 9-LOM was thrown against the wall, his head knocking off of the duracrete, and bounced backward, falling onto his
back. He stood, running a diagnostic as he rose. Vocabulator -- offline. Other systems -- 90%. Indeed, the circular vocabulator
built into the middle of his "face" was sparking erratically. It was
most certainly offline. 


Well, that solves the "comm-silence" problem, 9-LOM thought to himself. The
entire base knows I'm here, too. Luckily, I cut down
some of their numbers, trapping them in the mess hall. 


9-LOM dashed
down the next hall, ducking under a window where he could hear troopers
scrambling for weapons and powerpacks, and went into a full-out sprint towards
the next intersection. If Intel was correct, the door
he was looking for would be on the... 


The stormtrooper
barreled right into him as it came around the corner, knocking the droid to the
ground and sending his machine-pistol sliding away. The trooper had been
knocked on his rear, but still grasped his blaster rifle. 9-LOM dove from his
crouch, springing up and onto the trooper as he fired his rifle twice, both
shots passing along 9-LOM's hip to singe the ceiling. 9-LOM wrestled the rifle
away from the trooper, his superior droid strength easily prying the gun from
his grip, and double-tapped the trooper in the chest at point blank. 9-LOM let
the rifle fall from his grasp, but turned his head to the right as he heard
more footfalls; an Imperial officer came around the corner, a sporting blaster
in one hand and a comlink in the other. 9-LOM reached back with his right hand,
unslinging the disruptor rifle and swinging it out,
arm fully outstretched to counter the high recoil of the powerful weapon. The
green bolt lanced from the barrel, spanning the distance between 9-LOM and the
officer in under a second, just as the officer rose the comlink to his lips and
switched it on; the people on the other end of the connection would have only
heard a brief explosion, before the comlink was destroyed. 


9-LOM stood,
reacquired his machine-pistol, and slung the disruptor back over his right
shoulder. He started down the hall again as a few more troopers rounded the
corner behind him. Their rifles were already up, and 9-LOM only bothered to
turn around as red bolts of energy started glancing off the walls behind him as
he ran. He rotated his hip, looking back every few seconds, and switched his
machine-pistol over to three-shot bursts and changed the ammo selector over to
explosive-tipped rounds. There was a quiet ca-chink
as the rotating ammo clip switched over, and then locked into place. He fired a
few volleys down the hall, the pip, pip,
pip of the silenced rounds barely audible over the din of the blaster rifle
fire. The explosive-tipped rounds detonated on the chest plate of the first
stormtrooper, knocking him back and into his fellow troopers, who stumbled
backward, a few random shots playing off the ceiling as they fell. 9-LOM sent
another two volleys down the hall, just to keep their heads down, and slapped
the door controls on for a door on the left. It opened, revealing a computer
station, totally vacant. 9-LOM slapped at the door control, then fired an
explosive round into it, blowing it apart. The door slid shut quickly. That should keep them busy, 9-LOM
thought, and went to work at the computer terminal.


9-LOM heard the
thumping of fists against the computer room door and went to work at the computer
terminal. Muffled voices could be heard on the other side of the door, but
nothing intelligible could be discerned. 9-LOM pulled the datapad out of his
satchel, jacked it into the scomp link port on the terminal, and tapped away at
the keys. His superior officers had only told him what file to search for, not
what it meant. 9-LOM didn't have time to check what
the file contained; he'd have to wait until he got out of here before he could
read it. The file was downloading when the door began to slide upward a bit.
9-LOM pulled out another sticky-bomb from the satchel, clipped it to the door,
and armed the timer. The file continued to download, and the door slid up a bit
more. Finally, with the file fully loaded on the datapad, 9-LOM yanked the
datapad from the port, dropped it back in his satchel, and ducked down before
the air vent at the bottom of the right wall. 9-LOM easily yanked the grating
off, and ducked into the vent, which was surprisingly spacious, just as he
heard the door slide up a bit more. 9-LOM picked up the pace, moving a bit
faster through the vent, when an explosion rocked the walls. The vent shuddered
a bit, causing 9-LOM to pause, but then he continued, moving through the vent
another thirty meters. He came across a grate cover in the bottom of the vent;
looking through it, he could see another vacant walkway directly beneath him.
9-LOM slammed on the grate, popping it out loudly. It clattered when it hit the
ground, but 9-LOM could hear no footsteps; the hall was clear. 9-LOM dropped
down into the hall, quickly scanning left and right as he did so, and then
proceeded to the left. Around the corner was the flight hangar for the base;
exactly what 9-LOM wanted to see. However, what he didn't
want to see where the stormtroopers running towards him. Thinking quickly,
9-LOM assumed the mannerism of the LOM-series protocol droid which he started
life out as; as the troopers neared, they paid him no heed, clearly ignoring
the high-class disruptor rifle slung on his back. Of course, they're ignoring me, 9-LOM
thought. There's a Rebel terrorist on the loose in the base,
and I'm just a protocol droid.


9-LOM waited for
the troopers to run past and go down the hall before continuing towards the TIE
Fighters and other craft. 9-LOM pulled the comlink out of his satchel and
clipped it to the side of the datapad. This negated the comlink's
vocal capabilities but allowed text transmissions. 


9-LOM reporting. Vocabulator damaged. Package
acquired. Need cover. 


Copy, 9-LOM. Please give indication of location, came the text reply on the datapad.


9-LOM dashed
over to the nearest Gunboat, popped the canopy, and jumped inside. The inner
hangar doors were closed, but indicator lights on the walls of the hangar
showed the outer doors were open. 9-LOM prepped the systems of the Gunboat,
hovering it about two meters above the ground, and armed the shields and weapon
systems. Stormtroopers dashed out into the hangar, weapons firing, and tried to
get near the Gunboat. Laser blasts were absorbed by the charging shields, not
even depleting them, as 9-LOM brought the Gunboat around and switched weapons
over to lasers. He let down a quick strafe of fire, cutting a line across the
wall and through the troopers, causing them to scatter to the sides of the
hangar. 9-LOM armed the proton torpedoes, swung back around to the hangar
doors, and fired off a fire-linked pair; the glowing-blue projectiles streaked
towards the inner hangar doors, impacting dead-center and blowing the doors
apart, shrapnel raining out along the grass outside the bunker's hangar. 9-LOM
switched the fire selector back over to single torpedoes and fired another down
the hallway from whence he'd came. The torpedo blew
through the wall, connecting with the power core of the base; the outside
lights flickered, dimmed, went out -- and then the power core exploded. The
brilliant fireball rose from within the bunker, collapsing walls, as a plume of
smoke rose into the sky. 


Nice shot scrolled new
text on the datapad. 


With his left
hand, 9-LOM typed his reply: Yeah, I get
that a lot. 


9-LOM throttled
up the Gunboat, accelerating towards the now-open hangar, when the outer blast
doors began to close; apparently, someone had managed to slap the door controls
before the hallway had been destroyed. 9-LOM dumped everything into his
engines, racing towards the doors as they closed, and rolled his ship slightly
to the left. The doors rumbled towards eachother -- just as 9-LOM rocketed
between them. He leveled the ship out again, pulling up towards the atmosphere,
as the X-wing with which his datapad was communicating came in from above and
commenced its strafing run on the rest of the bunker. 


Cakewalk, 9-LOM though to
himself as he breached the planet's atmosphere and hit the vacuum of space. Now let us see what was so important that I
recover. 9-LOM looked at the datapad, telling it to access the file he'd downloaded. 



Starship Schematic: Arc Hammer 

File Continues... 



Interesting... 9-LOM thought to
himself, as he tapped in the nav coordinates for the rendezvous point and
engaged the hyperdrive.















 
The Very Pulse of the Machine



      
        
          	And now I see, with eye serene, the very pulse of the machine - William Wordsworth

9-LOM glanced around his new quarters assignment, his photoreceptors tracking along the blank walls, the unused closet, the unnecessary refresher, the useless bed. He looked back to the doorway, up along the ceiling to the atmospheric control vents which regulated temperature, to the controls on the wall, to the lights, to the mirror mounted on one of the walls, left there from the room's previous occupant. A Quarren, according to the datafiles he'd archived. He looked down along the plush carpeting and over to his R3 unit, R3-T7, Hero, who sat there, waiting for his master to act. Funny, how one droid can own another droid, or so it seemed. Also funny how the mind can wander, even a mechanical mind, allegedly nonsentient, allegedly incapable of surpassing its droid programming. Then again, perhaps 9-LOM wasn't a droid, in the literal sense of the word. 9-LOM looked around, his gaze settling on a specific wall, looking up, then down, analyzing it. He repeated this with the other walls, and then cocked his head to the side. 9-LOM kept his head tilted to the side, listening. His audio receptors allowed him to pick up sounds at frequencies that other organics could not, and he heard the hum of the Mon Cal cruiser's engines. He listened, hearing the engines, and picked up on the idiosyncrasies of the sublights. He had become attuned to the sound of the cruiser's drive motors, but this presented something different. For all intents and purposes, his bunk assignment was identical to what it had been. Still down the hall from Gabriel Leventhal, across the hall from Michael Tolle. Broom closet three doors down on the left, lift at the end of the corridor. What had differed was the location of his bunk. No longer on the MC80 Mon Calamari Cruiser Liberty, but on the Vigilant.

The Liberty, after all, had been destroyed at Endor, but a week or so prior. 

Luckily, much of 9-LOM's confidants hadn't been present on the Liberty, but had instead been out defending all they believed in, against the tyranny of the Empire, in their weapons of mass destruction known as X-wings. Yes, the pilots of Rogue, of which 9-LOM had been a member of their ranks. Now, however, he was the leader of Corsair Squadron, the A-wing squadron which he'd started out when he had joined the Starfighter Corps.
9-LOM continued listening, hearing the minute differences in the frequencies of the engines, the tiny variations that allowed high-tech scanners to pick up on the differences in ships of the same class. The literal "fingerprints" of spacefaring vessels. Mon Cal craft emphasized this, through the nature of their design, each one being slightly different, even from within the same model number of ship. And now 9-LOM stood there, listening. This isn't home, 9-LOM thought, straightening his head out. Home... what an abstract thought, especially for a machine. 9-LOM looked back to the walls, then turned around and pointed at Hero.
"You stay here," 9-LOM said to the little droid, and then walked out of his quarters, Hero warbling something to the extent of "psychopath..." as he left.


"Watch it with that welder!" Staff Sergeant Mike Hawkyard said, walking over to one of the new techs on the ship as he worked on Hellcat's X-wing. "Give me that!" he said, sounding rather irate as he grabbed the welder out of the tech's hands. "Do you know what you're doing? You could have disrupted the cyclonic fuzial thrust dampening axis drive motor on this craft's top-left engine! Hit the bunks," he said, pointing off to one of the doors leading to the bowels of the ship. "I want you out of my sight. Now move!"
By the Sith... Mike thought, How'd I get set up with such low-grade techs? If I had my old staff... he stopped in mid-thought, realizing that the majority of his old staff was dead. He looked back over his shoulder at the Magnetic Containment field, off to the stars, the serene sight that had always calmed him down. He wasn't able to gaze off for long, however, as he heard a loud crash behind him. He turned around to see the left landing strut of Jalb_K's X-wing give way, a Mon Calamari technician leaping away from the collapsing craft just as the left laser cannon smacked into the deck, bending in with a groan that echoed across the hangar, stopping all personnel in their tracks. A pair of Rodians helped the downed Mon Cal tech to his feet, and another group of six techs primed the winch assembly in the ceiling of the hangar to recover the new Rogue Leader's damaged X-wing. Mike squinted, surveying the damage done to the laser cannon, and winced. Chris is gonna kill me... Mike thought. They'd better not need to scramble Corsair right now, or I'm screwed. Knowing his luck, Mike quickly looked up at the scramble warning lights, to make sure they wouldn't begin flashing... and caught something out of the corner of his eye. He slowly turned around, noticing that the majority of the techs were staring at him, the looks on their faces saying "why aren't you in control of the situation?" Mike sighed, resisting the urge to toss a tech, any tech - they were all trying his patience, right through the MagCon field. He pointed to the downed A-wing.
"You three, assist them with the cleanup. I want that thing fully operational within the hour,"
"Yes, sir," the techs replied, and scurried off like little rodents to complete the task. Mike turned around, drawing the back of his hand across his brow, and looked to the entranceway to the hangar. The being who entered was not another techie, nor was it one of the commanding personnel on this ship. The being wasn't even living, per se. It was that droid pilot, 9-LOM or whatever he called himself, wandering into the hangar. He threw a salute, which Mike returned, and then he leaned back against a section of scaffolding.
"'ello, Syntax," Mike said, remembering the Corsair pilot's callsign. The two of them had never really met formally, so a greeting was probably in order.
"Hello, Staff Sergeant," the droid replied, and continued past him. Mike didn't turn to see where he went, for something else caught his attention.
"No, no!" Mike started, standing up and pointing at a Gotal mechanic. "The cord goes into the left port, the left! No, your other left! That's it..." Mike sighed and leaned back against the scaffolding... to find that it wasn't there. Mike went straight back hard on his rear, landing in a clatter of tools hanging at his belt, but rebounded almost as quickly and looked around to make sure no one had seen, or at least that no one was making it look like they'd seen. After confirming his innocence, he glanced around to find the scaffolding that had mysteriously walked away. Upon closer inspection, Syntax was gone, as well.


Matt "Krayt" Houseman perked up at the sound of someone tapping at his office door.

"Enter."

Syntax walked into the room, and looked around, then threw a salute. Krayt returned it, and then nodded to a chair. 
"Take a seat, Syntax." The droid did as he was told. 
"What brings you this way?"

"I have a request."
"Shoot."

"I have a project, and I need certain supplies. Is there a means to acquire these supplies?"

"What's the project?" the Rogue XO asked, his interest piquing.

"I cannot say, sir."

"You can't say... Well, who gave you this project."

"I did."

"Alright... what do you need the supplies for?"

"For my project."

"Ah, I see..." Matt said, perplexed at the droid's roundabout response. "I mean, what are you doing with these supplies?"

"Building my project, of course."

Krayt felt a headache coming on. Matt rubbed his forehead with his hand, setting his datapad down, and then looked Syntax directly in the photoreceptors. "Okay, I'll be straight with you. Basically, all requests go through Mr. Tuttle Dundee, and even then, you'll need to fill out acquisition forms. Forms that include reasons for why you need the materials. You can try to sucker him into getting you what you need, but it isn't likely. Tuttle has other requests to see to right now. It's a very busy time for all of us. I'm sorry." Krayt picked his datapad back up and resumed his work.
Syntax nodded once, and then left the room.

Krayt sighed, looking around his relatively-new office, or at least new to him, and put his datapad back down. He looked to the holo of his parents that was sitting atop his desk, and sighed again. And then did a double take. The holo, which Krayt rarely touched, was slightly askew on his desk. It was propped against a small paperweight on the desk, instead of freestanding like it normally was. Krayt picked it up and turned it over, looking at the back of the holo, and noticed that the assembly that allowed the frame to sprout legs and stand on its own had been totally removed from the back of the frame, along with the hinge. Looking along his desk, Krayt noticed that the laser-opener he used to open classified documents was gone as well.


Josh "Hellcat" Kinney walked down the hall towards his bunk, whistling an old Devaronian drinking song, feeling rather pleased with himself. He'd just come from the Sims, being one of the first Rogues to test out the Vigilant's sim chambers. He'd managed to bag an ISD on his first mission and another 9 TIEs in the second, so all in all, life was good. Except, of course, for the destruction of the Liberty, and everything he'd known for the past three years. However, times change, bad things happen, and one learns to move on, taking the good with the bad in stride. No need to dwell on the past, or at least not TOO much. Far better to look to the future, or if you want to consider the past, remember the good times. Hellcat rounded the corner near his bunk, and saw Syntax. More specifically, he saw Syntax standing on a stool, tearing lights out of the ceiling, right outside his bunk. The droid had managed to get one free, and it was sitting in a box on the floor, wires trailing over the side, and was working on a second one. Syntax flipped open one of the attachments on his UniTool Mk. II, jammed it into the edge of the light, and jiggled it around a bit. Then, with his other hand, he grabbed the casing of the light. With a sharp twist, the light came free. Syntax flipped out a pair of wire cutters out of the UniTool and cut the wires, then let the light drop into the box. He looked down to the fellow Rogue, folding the UniTool back up and stepping down off the stool.

"Hello, Hellcat."

"Um... yeah...  Hello, sir," the other pilot said, more than a little confused as the droid picked up the box with one hand, the stool in the other, and walked back into his quarters and closed the door.


9-LOM wandered into the training area of the Vigilant, which housed the firing range, simulators, and other pieces of equipment that the ship's crew members used to keep themselves in peak condition, whatever their task might be. 9-LOM walked over to the firing range, where he spotted Marc "Prowler" Derosiers and Josh "Nova" Caton testing their accuracy on long-range targets. They drained their clips as 9-LOM approached, and then noticed the droid as they reloaded their pistols. Prowler looked up, then smiled.

"Hello, sir,"

"Good day, Prowler, Rancor," the droid replied. 

"Just honing my accuracy on the course," Nova said. "Care to join us?"

9-LOM glanced around. No one was in the area except for the three of them. 9-LOM emulated the droid equivalent of a shrug, and walked closer. 
"Why not? What form of weaponry are you using?"

"MerrSonn 'Power' 5 pistol," Prowler replied, engaging the safety on his and lobbing it over to 9-LOM, who plucked it out of the air with ease. The droid twirled it forward, then back, and then flicked the safety back off.

"I used to own a pair of these, back in the day..." 9-LOM trailed on, looking back to the two pilots.

"A pair? Were you a gunslinger of some kind?" Nova asked.

"Not entirely."

"Care to tell us about this pair of guns...?" Prowler started, slowly smiling, trying to back the machine into letting loose another one of his enigmatic tales about his background, about which most people knew very little - even High Command.

"Not today," the droid replied, rather curtly, and stepped up to one of the firing booths. Hitting a button on the side of the booth, a holographic target wavered in the air, and then solidified itself. 9-LOM took aim one-handed, switched the fire setting to Kill, and fired off a burst of fire at the target, hitting it in the head and chest multiple times. When the clip was dry, 9-LOM turned back around, twirling the pistol once and flicking the safety back on, and ejected the clip and locked in another one, lobbing the pistol back to Prowler.

"Nice shot," Nova commented as the hologram displayed 9-LOM's point spread.

"Yeah, I get that a lot." The droid looked at the spent clip. "You mind if I keep this? For old-time's sake?"

Prowler looked to his squadmate. "What harm can it do?" Nova shrugged a reply. "Go for it."

"Thank you," 9-LOM replied, and then left the area.

After 9-LOM had left the firing range, Prowler stepped back up to the booth and reset the target. He took aim, pulled the trigger, and *click*. Prowler pulled the trigger again. *Click*. He ejected the powerpack, and looked at it. As he suspected, it was dry. He looked back over his shoulder to the doorway where Syntax had left.



9-LOM walked down the hall to the lift, then stepped inside. He took the lift down two levels, exited, and walked down the corridor to Acquisitions, home base of Tuttle Dundee, who was assisting the Vigilant's existing procurement officer.

"Hallo, 9-LOM!" Tuttle said, waving at the droid as it walked into the jumble of junk strewn all over the floor and walls of the Acquisitions office.

"Good day, Mr. Dundee," 9-LOM replied.
 "I need some parts. Specifically, a large section of transparisteel, two clamps, a welding torch head, and a small section of metal grating."

"Aye, I donnae if I ken get what ye requested, seeing as ye have not given me a request farm..." Tuttle replied, gesturing with his hand for 9-LOM to produce a request form.

"Jalb_k requests them, for a special project," 9-LOM lied.

"Ah, a special project, ye say? I'll call him on yer... project," Tuttle said, and walked back through the storeroom to his office, and picked up his comlink.

"Mister Reynolds."

"Yes, Mister Dundee."

"I have one of yer pilots in my office, requesting various parts without a form, for a project that ye sent him on."

"Me? What pilot said this?"

"Aye, t'was Syn--" Tuttle stopped in mid-sentence.

"Dundee? Tuttle, what is it?"

"He's... he's gone." Tuttle replied. What he forgot to add, and didn't realize until a little while later, was that a box was also missing from the Acquisitions office.


Over the course of the next two hours, various pieces of relatively-useless equipment began to turn up missing throughout all decks of the Vigilant, spawning rampant rumors and bets as to who was stealing the items, where they were going, and what they were to be used for. Eventually, through deductive reasoning, a handful of pilots sitting in the Lounge managed to pin the thefts down on Syntax.

"You don't think he finally snapped, do you?" Tony "Kid" Marco asked, nursing his mug of ale. 
The Lounge was generally deserted, with many off-duty personnel staking out their bunks, to prevent any of their belongings from being lifted by the renegade droid.

"You bet I do," Michael "Mighty" Tolle replied. "I'm surprised no one's tried confronting him."

"He's changed the locks on his bunk doors," Kevin "Gemini" Koernig, security chief, replied. 
"We don't know how he did it, but we've got a team trying to slice the locks."

"And this isn't a breach of privacy?" John "Knight" Vorwald replied.

"Not after he's stolen as much as he has, it's not," Kevin said. 
"I've told the slicing team to notify me as soon as the lock's been cleared, and I've got a security team on standby for when we breach his quarters."

The four men looked up at the sound of chuckling, emanating from the Lounge's main doorway. 
"Slicing? Security team? Breaching?" Chris "Jalb_k" Reynolds said as he walked over to their booth.
 "Sounds like you're planning a full-out assault."

"We're not prepared to take chances. You know what a rogue droid is capable of," Kevin replied.

"I know what the Rogue droid is capable of. He was under my command for nearly a year, and now he leads my squadron. He wouldn't snap."

"He just watched his whole command go into disarray, his personal ship get destroyed, and dozens of his friends and fellow pilots die around him in a hail of TIE Fighter fire. Anyone would snap."

"We didn't. And he's a droid. He's probably got more control than most of us."

"We'll see. We're still going to get into his quarters, even if only for... questioning."

Jalb_k shrugged. "So be it. This is your call." He walked off to the bar.



The night droned on, and odd sounds were heard from within 9-LOM's bunk, none of which people could identify readily. 9-LOM spun at the sound of someone knocking at his door, almost totally out of reflex, but then disregarded it and went back to his work.

"Syntax?"

9-LOM turned again at the sound of the voice, which he could pin down with 98% certainty as being Jalb_k, Rogue Leader.

"Syntax, please open up."

"Negative, sir," 9-LOM replied. Looks like this has moved to the higher-ups... he thought.

"Negative? What's that supposed to mean?"

"I cannot open the door, sir."

"I've tried being civil, Syntax. We need to know what's going on in there. The C-Staff is concerned."

"You are a part of the C-Staff. Talk to them. I am doing nothing wrong."

"Syntax? Syntax." Jalb_k turned to Gemini and shrugged. "I tried."

"Well, sir, if you'll step aside, we'll get to work,"

Jalb_k stepped back, and a pair of armed security team members stepped up to the door. By now, a crowd of personnel had accumulated outside Syntax's bunk, some to witness the action, others to try to re-acquire their lost belongings.

"Rerouting codes now," one of the security officers said, tapping in some commands on his datapad, which was linked into the entry lock mechanism outside Syntax's room.

"We're clear in 3... 2... 1," and the door slid open, Gemini, another security officer, and Jalb_k rushing into the room... and not believing what they saw.

Darklighter and Hellcat followed next, curious about the sudden hushed silence, as well as Locker and Bulldog. Jalb_k looked over to Gemini, his jaw hanging, and then saw him catch himself and straighten himself up, switching his pistol's safety back on and dropping it in his holster. The other security officer did the same. Jalb_k glanced around at the other people in the room, gauging their expressions.

He finally snapped... Hellcat's face seemed to say.

What... is it? Jalb_k read from Bulldog's expression.

Must be that glitch in his programming... Locker's face showed, as he began to grin a bit.

But Jalb_k knew it was far more, something more important, a new step for their droid comrade.

"Nothing to see here, people. Let's go," Jalb_k called out, and ushered everyone out of Syntax's room, leaving the droid to care for the greenhouse he'd built.
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"Get in the speeder."

"What?" Kevin Ray asked, looking to his left as a red Jenkon 2800 convertible landspeeder pulled up alongside him at the curb. A LOM-series protocol droid was seated behind the steering wheel.

"Do as I said. Your life is in danger," the droid said. 
"Now get in the speeder." He popped the passenger-side door.

Tell me something I don't know... Kevin thought. But... if I don't get in, odds are this machine will shoot me right here or something. He looked up at the noon-day sun spilling light onto downtown Coronet City, wondering why this kind of nonsense always seemed to happen to him. Kevin glanced at the speeder, then back up at the sun. 
"Okay..." Kevin replied warily, and moved into the passenger seat and closed the door. The droid stepped on the accelerator, and the speeder pulled away from the curb and back into traffic.

"I need to get you off of Corellia and somewhere safe," the protocol droid said. "There's a price on your head, and I've been hired to protect you."

"Yeah, I figured as much," Kevin said, pulling his safety belt across his body and buckling it. 
"If you wanted to kill me, odds are I'd already be dead." Kevin turned to the droid.
 "Mind answering one question, though? Who are you?"

"9-LOM," the droid replied. 
"I will take us to the starport where my ship is birthed, and we'll leave here for the Vergesso Asteroids. That's where I am to be paid."

"Um, great, sounds like a plan." 


9-LOM moved the speeder through the city streets. He really wanted to rush, but drawing attention from the local law enforcement by speeding through the urban surface streets of Coronet City wasn't the brightest tactic he could employ. He pulled into the right lane, and turned at the next corner, following the flow of traffic. However, after a few more blocks, 9-LOM glanced over at his rear-view mirror.

"What is it?" Kevin asked.

"That black sedan, about four cars back. It has followed us around the past three turns."

"So? What does that mean?"

"Nothing, yet. I'll run a test..."9-LOM said. 
He shifted into the left lane, and turned on his directional signal. He moved into the turn lane, began the turn, and... the sedan followed 9-LOM's lead.

"There. I think we have a tail," 9-LOM said.

"Um... uh oh. Can you lose it?"

"No problem," 9-LOM said, switching the car into a higher gear and moved into the left lane, pulling around the landspeeder in front of him and accelerating away from the black sedan.
The sedan sped up to match him.

"Interesting," 9-LOM said. 

He swung the speeder around a left turn, at a speed slightly faster than would be considered legal. As he came out of the turn, he gunned it. Glancing in the rearview mirror, the trailing sedan came around the corner as well - and the driver-side window rolled down, and a gloved hand wielding a blaster rifle stuck out. 9-LOM noted this, and drove faster.

"We need to lose this guy," Kevin said, glancing back and seeing the rifle.

"I know. Hang on," 9-LOM said calmly. 
He switched over to the right lane, shifting gears again, and sped up along the right curb. Horns blared as other drivers expressed their outrage as 9-LOM cut back across the left lane - and the sedan matched him turn for turn.


"This guy is good..." 9-LOM spoke, rotating the wheel to the right and pulling the speeder back across the right lane and into a ninety-degree turn to the right into the next intersection. He accelerated out of the turn, downshifting and dodging to the left to avoid a slower motorist, and then shifted back into the higher gear and pulled away from the intersection. 9-LOM continued down the lane, before jumping into the left turn lane and swinging hard to the left. He swerved to avoid a hover-bus, which bore down on the horn, and then pulled back across into the right lane. He looked back - and saw the sedan pull right across the lane behind the bus.

The arm out the window maneuvered around a bit for a clean shot.


9-LOM initiated an abrupt lane change, blowing through a red light at the next intersection, the sedan following suit and narrowly missing being broadsided by another car. 9-LOM switched back to the left lane, then pulled into the left turn lane for a moment in order to pass a slow-moving grav-truck, abruptly pulling back into the left lane in order to avoid rear-ending a car sitting in the turn lane. The black sedan pulled in on the right side of the truck, gaining on 9-LOM's speeder a bit. The driver of the sedan adjusted his aim with the rifle, and popped a shot.

"Whoa!" Kevin said, ducking low as the blaster bolt hit the trunk of 9-LOM's speeder. Another shot passed over their heads, and then one blew the left side mirror off.

"Who is this guy?" 9-LOM said aloud, swinging the car to the left, then the right, as more blaster shots passed on either side. 
"Take the wheel," 9-LOM said, and used his free hand to unholster his machine-pistol.

"What?"

"Take the wheel!" he amplified his vocabulator, and rotated his torso around to aim one-handed at the pursuing sedan. 
Kevin, more than a little alarmed, scrambled to reach over and grab the steering column while 9-LOM kept one foot on the accelerator. 9-LOM pulled the trigger on the machine-pistol, rounds spraying from the barrel of the slugthrower, the recoil shaking 9-LOM's arm a bit. The bullets peppered the front end of the sedan, but did nothing to slow it down. Suddenly, 9-LOM's aim was thrown wild as the speeder made an abrupt shift to the right.

"What are you doing up there?" 9-LOM asked, turning around for a moment. 
The speeder passed another motorist on the right, and then Kevin switched it back to the left lane. 9-LOM diverted his attention back to the pursuing vehicle as more blaster shots came overhead. 9-LOM pulled the trigger again, another volley of bullets cutting across the windshield. 9-LOM watched as the sedan's driver punched at the riddled windshield, knocking it free - and was shocked at what he saw.

"Boba Fett!" 9-LOM said, swinging back around in the seat and grabbing the wheel. 
"Boba Fett! What the hell did you do to piss this guy off?" 
He sped up, swinging hard to the left around the next turn.

"Well, it's a long story..." Kevin began.

"Well, tell it! It's not like you've got much time to live."

"What? Are you saying you can't protect me?"

"No... but we're dealing with Boba Fett here. All bets are off," 9-LOM replied, swinging the car into another left turn.

"Well, I kinda beat Jabba the Hutt at sabacc..." Kevin started.

"You are kidding, yes? How did you even get out of the palace?"

"Well, that's a funny, story, really. A bunch of the guards were nice enough to help me get out. Last I heard, Jabba killed off those guards."

"And now he's gunning for you."

"Seems that way, yes," Kevin replied.

"Learn from someone who knows: you need to show restraint around some people. People like Jabba the Hutt," 9-LOM stated.

"I gotcha. But could we please speed up? I think he's gaining."

9-LOM glanced into the rear-view mirror. 
"Noted," he said, and then swung down the next right turn. The sedan followed with ease. 9-LOM sped up, and then glanced over his shoulder as his speeder approached the next intersection. Kevin did the same. "What does it take to lose this guy?"

"A thermal detonator blast...?" Kevin tried, and turned back around while 9-LOM continued looking back, tracking Boba Fett's movements.
 
"Look out!"

9-LOM spun back around - just in time to see a cargo truck enter the intersection from the left side. 9-LOM quickly downshifted the transmission, and then switched his free hand to the repulsorlift control, yanking it all the way back. The repulsors cut out and the speeder dropped like a rock, scraping across the pavement and generating sparks.


"Get down!" 9-LOM said and shoved Kevin's head down while ducking himself. The speeder scraped underneath the truck, shearing off the windshield in the process. As the speeder cleared the underside of the truck, 9-LOM slammed the repulsor control forward again, bouncing the speeder back up. 9-LOM shifted back to the higher gear, and accelerated. Kevin looked back, stunned a bit, and saw Boba Fett's sedan swing around the front of the truck, eliciting a long blare of the horn from its driver.

"By the Force! Eyes on the road, next time," Kevin said. 

"Be quiet, you," 9-LOM replied. "And thanks for that save, by the way."

More shots passed over their heads as Boba Fett resumed firing. The intersection ahead was blocked, as the light had changed to red and the speeders ahead had chosen to obey the traffic laws and stop.


"We need a way out of here..." 9-LOM said, swerving to the right and cutting off another driver. He honked the horn and waved with his free hand, motioning for pedestrians to get out of the way. Pedestrians dove for cover, and 9-LOM's speeder barreled through the corner at top speed, cutting across the walkway and crossing over into the lanes for opposing traffic. He swung the speeder back into the correct lanes, pulling directly across the path of an oncoming truck, and the light behind him changed color. 9-LOM checked the right side mirror, seeing Boba Fett's speeder swing wide around the turn, narrowly avoiding the same truck. 9-LOM sped up.



"I'm letting you off light this time," the CorSec officer said, tapping something in on his standard-issue datapad. "If I catch you going that fast in this part of the city again, I'll have your license revoked."

"I understand completely, Inspector Horn. It won't happen again."

"Good to hear it," Corran Horn said. "You're free to go."

Corran turned to his partner. "Alright, Iella, let's roll."

"Righty-o," Iella Wessiri replied, and moved toward the passenger side door of the CorSec patrol landspeeder. Corran popped the driver's side door, but before getting in, he turned around to look down the street where the speeder was parked, just in time to see a red convertible barrel down the street at top speed. Corran sucked in a breath and plastered himself against the side of his speeder as the red vehicle roared past in the far-right lane, nearly taking his door off. A black sedan appeared to be in hot-pursuit, and Corran could see a blaster rifle stuck out the window of the sedan.


"By the Force!" Corran said, and jumped behind the wheel of the car.

"What is it?" Iella asked.

"Another pair of jokers nearly killed me. No more games," Corran said. 
He closed the door, gunned the engine, and flicked on his lights and sirens. 
"Unit 490, requesting backup. Got a pair of hot-rodders heading eastbound on Corusca Avenue, requesting assistance, over."



9-LOM spun the wheel to the left, whipping the speeder around another wide turn through an intersection, Boba Fett's speeder giving close chase. The two speeders roared down the boulevard, weaving around slower vehicles, and conveniently disrupting Fett's aim with the rifle. The traffic began to thin out as the two of them moved out of the main city plazas and into the outskirts of the city. 9-LOM gunned it, pulling out farther ahead, and rocketing towards an intersection. The light was red, but so was the predicament. 9-LOM's speeder flew through the intersection - only to be t-boned on the left in the back third by a car coming from the opposing lane. 9-LOM's speeder whipped violently to the left as the momentum of the opposing car forced it laterally across a lane of traffic, deadening its forward motion. 9-LOM raced the engine, looking to his left at Boba Fett screaming towards them at a ninety-degree angle. The engine caught and the speeder pulled away from the wrecked one that had hit him, just as Fett's speeder entered the intersection and swung around the corner, narrowly avoiding a motorist that cut across his intended path. 


"Are we alright?" Kevin asked, looking back at the damage done to the back half of the speeder. 

"It pulls to the right, but it will manage," 9-LOM replied. As his speeder accelerated, continuing down the street and away from the city, 9-LOM heard the sound he hoped he wouldn't hear. 

"The cavalry," 9-LOM muttered. 


The sound of the CorSec sirens was unmistakable, as a small fleet of combat-ready patrol landspeeders pulled out behind Fett's speeder. The engines in the green-tinted patrol speeders were sufficiently modified to give chase, having dealt with many an escaping felon. A low-altitude airspeeder swung out from over the roofs of the nearby buildings, easily pacing 9-LOM's and Fett's speeders. 


"We've got problems..." Kevin said. 

"You could say that, yes," 9-LOM replied as he turned the speeder around another bend to the left, the airspeeder hovering overhead as the patrol speeders kept chase behind. Suddenly, what appeared to be a small missile streaked out from the shattered windshield of Boba Fett's speeder, abruptly changing direction in mid-flight before homing in on the airspeeder, blowing a wing off and sending the flaming hull careening into the left side of the street. 9-LOM swerved around the debris as the airspeeder flamed down, blowing chunks of duracrete into the air and shattering the windows of some buildings along the left side of the street. 


"This has to end," 9-LOM said, reaching back with his right arm to grab his disruptor rifle from the back seat, while keeping his left arm on the steering wheel. He dropped the rifle in his lap.
 "Hang on." 9-LOM abruptly switched the transmission of the speeder into neutral, whipping the wheel around to the left as he did so, putting the speeder into an abrupt spin. As the speeder completed the 180-degree turn, 9-LOM shifted it into reverse and punched the accelerator, keeping the speeder going in the same direction at roughly the same speed, but now facing backwards. He picked the rifle up again with his right hand, leveled it off on the dashboard, and took aim at Fett's speeder. 9-LOM pulled the trigger, the green shot lancing out from the barrel of the disruptor rifle towards Fett's speeder. However, Fett swerved his speeder to the right, narrowly missing the disruptor shot, which went past Fett's speeder and connected with the front bumper of one of the CorSec vehicles, a large, all-terrain speeder. The bumper exploded, and the speeder nosed down as the repulsorlifts cut out. It flipped, skidding to the left on its hood across two lanes of traffic. 



"Whoa!" Corran exclaimed as he saw one of the forward speeders abruptly burst into flames and flip over, cutting directly into his path. He spun his steering wheel to the right, swerving around the flaming speeder as it gradually came to a halt. He slowed down and came about to the wreck, as did the rest of the CorSec speeders. 

"Dispatch, this is unit 490," Iella spoke into the comm as Corran got out. 
"We have a unit disabled. Send a med crew and maintenance unit, asap." 

"He's alright!" Corran called back to Iella, as he saw the driver of the flipped speeder pop the door open and stumble out. 



"Whoops," Kevin said sarcastically as 9-LOM whipped the speeder back around to face forward, and raced the engine. 

"You think I meant to do that?" 9-LOM asked, turning to glance at Kevin before turning his photoreceptors back to the road. 

Kevin put his hands up.
 "Oh, no, but CorSec won't care. They'll still bust you for it." 

"Assuming they catch us." 

"I like that attitude."

9-LOM swerved down another side-street, pulling off of the main boulevard and onto the freeway. 

"We're on the outskirts of the city," 9-LOM stated. Off to the right was the shoreline. The sun was almost setting, and the traffic had thinned out considerably. 

"What's our destination?" Kevin inquired. 

"That." 9-LOM pointed off in the distance. "A train depot. We can hitch a ride, and it'll take us right to my ship, at the next freight stop." Kevin turned around to look backwards. 

"Our friend still with us?" 9-LOM asked. 

"Uh huh. Seems too far back to do anything, however." 

"I just hope this engine holds together. This speeder was never meant to maintain a high velocity for any real duration of time. The engine temperature gauge is redlining." 

"Well, he'll catch us eventually; we can't outrun him forever without burning this thing's engine out." 

They continued down the freeway, towards the interloop where the long stretch of freeway crossed over another section approaching from the west. There was heavier traffic on the approaching freeway, which crossed underneath the one they were on. 

"Oh, great," 9-LOM said. 

"What?" Kevin inquired, leaning forward and squinting to look into the distance ahead. 

"CorSec." Sure enough, in the distance, there was a barricade across the overpass, consisting of a pair of Corellian Security siege vehicles, and about 6 CorSec officers, their weapons already drawn. 



Corran Horn picked up the intercom controls, priming the massive loudspeaker mounted on one of the riot control tanks blocking the street. 

"This is Inspector Corran Horn, of Corellian Security," he said, his voice booming. "Stop your vehicle, or you will be fired upon. I repeat..." 



"...halt your vehicle or you will be fired upon." 9-LOM heard from one of the officers. He reached back with his right hand, grasping the grip of his disruptor rifle and bringing it up to the front.
 
"Wha -- what are you going to do with that thing?" Kevin asked, his eyes going wide as he looked at the weapon that was declared illegal on most civilized worlds. 

"I'm about to make a hole. Hang on tight; this is going to get bumpy." 9-LOM leveled the disruptor straight ahead. 



Corran increased the magnification of the macrobinoculars. 

"Sith! He's got a disruptor! Open fire, open fire!" 



9-LOM swung his aim a bit to the right, targeting the wall of the overpass that kept vehicles from going over the edge. He fired off a blast, the green energy burst rocketing forth from the barrel of the weapon and blowing apart a three-meter-long section of the duracrete barrier. A flurry of red blaster bolts began to fly overhead, some playing off of the hood of the speeder. 

"Get down!" 9-LOM said, forcing Kevin's head down as they neared the blockade. A shot blew off the other side mirror on the speeder, and even more rang off of the vehicle's chassis as 9-LOM swung the landspeeder to the right. Shot after shot from the CorSec blasters pelted the left door and then rear-left quarter as 9-LOM's speeder rocketed off of the now-open ledge. The speeder caught a substantial amount of airtime, the forces of gravity momentarily negated as it sailed towards the lower portion of the highway, which was traveling perpendicular to their former direction of movement. The speeder landed a meter behind another vehicle, and 9-LOM wrestled with the steering column to keep the speeder from going out of control. 


"Woo! Sure showed them a thing or two!" Kevin said, grinning widely as he looked back at the overpass they'd just jumped from. His grin disappeared, however, when he saw Boba Fett's speeder rocket off of the same overpass, landing about 100 meters behind their own. "By the Sith, what does it take to lose this guy?" 


To answer his question, 9-LOM swung the speeder to the left, cranking the repulsor gain in order to kick the speeder up and over the median and into oncoming traffic. Fett followed suit, bringing his speeder across as well. His speeder was steadily gaining on 9-LOM's; it was only a matter of time before he caught up. The two vehicles wove around oncoming traffic, desperately trying not to slip up and plow into an oncoming speeder. Eventually, Fett managed to slide his speeder up along the right side of 9-LOM's. Soon, they were neck-and-neck. Kevin's eyes went wide as Boba Fett pulled out his blaster rifle, taking aim with it across his lap with his right arm. Just as Boba Fett had a clean shot, 9-LOM slammed on the brakes; Fett's speeder flew ahead, and 9-LOM hauled back on the parking brake and whipped the steering wheel around, bringing the back end of the speeder about in a half-circle. He disengaged the brake and accelerated, now facing the correct way in the lane. He sped towards the nearest exit; looking over his shoulder, he saw Fett bring his vehicle around as well. 9-LOM accelerated onto the nearest off-ramp, which looped lazily around and connected with the surface-streets. 


"Excellent," 9-LOM said. 

"What? Where are we going now?" 

"There," 9-LOM replied, and pointed with one hand. 

"The hover-train station?" 


"Affirmative. We need to get off of these streets, with CorSec more than a little pissed off at us. Especially since this speeder is about ready to die on us." 
9-LOM brought the speeder about, driving towards the towering building of the hover-train station and its adjacent landing pad, where Corellia's visitors could land their transport craft and catch a train to any part of the vast city.

	"What'll we do?" Kevin asked. 

	"We're going to catch a train, then get to the spaceport where my ship is docked." 	9-LOM accelerated, the speeder's engine growling its protest, and navigated his way through the streets and towards the hover-train station's speeder parking lot. Boba Fett was steadily gaining on them as 9-LOM's speeder's engine continued to fail. He swung it into the lot, and continued driving towards the main station building. 

	"As soon as I stop the speeder, jump out and run for the station building," 9-LOM said. 

	"Okay, got it." 

	9-LOM drove the speeder into an open area in the lot. He started slowing, then hit the parking brake. 
"Go! Go!" 

	Kevin bailed out, hopping over the door, and scrambled for the entryways for the hover-train station. 9-LOM popped the driver's side door, and stepped out, as Fett's speeder neared. 9-LOM quickly dodged forward and then rolled and slid over the hood of the speeder, just as Fett took the driver's side door off, and continued past. 9-LOM rolled off the hood, landing in a crouch, and grabbed his rifle from the back of the speeder. "I'm right behind you!" he called out, as he sprinted after Kevin. Looking back, 9-LOM saw Boba Fett step out from around his speeder, and lifted his left arm and took aim at 9-LOM's speeder. A rocket shot out, connecting with the front bumper of the landspeeder, and it abruptly exploded, the wreckage flipping forward. 9-LOM was almost knocked down by the blast, and had to dodge to the left to avoid the falling debris. He sprinted into the main lobby of the station, where he spotted Kevin. 


	"Your car!" Kevin exclaimed. 

	"It's a rental!" 9-LOM replied. "We need to keep moving." They continued running through the lobby, and a few shots came through the entryway. The other patrons in the lobby noticed this, and a rolling mob began to form as people scrambled for their lives. 9-LOM looked back, and saw Boba Fett run in and fire a few more shots from his EE-3 rifle. 9-LOM pivoted, pulling the disruptor rifle in close against his shoulder, and took aim. He fired a blast, but Fett jumped to the left; the shot passed through where Fett had been standing, and hit the forward landing strut of a Lambda-class shuttle, destroying it and causing the shuttle to pitch forward. Fett fired a trio of blaster shots as he fell to the left, the shots passing over 9-LOM's shoulder and nearly hitting Kevin as he sprinted out the other door to the station lobby, out to the train docking platforms. Fett stood, and 9-LOM turned and ran after Kevin. 


	"Go! Go! That train over there!" 9-LOM called out as he pointed to one of the trains. No one would be boarding it, and the automated functions in the main engine were causing it to depart. The trains all got their navigational data from a central computer hub, which told each of the wholly-mechanized trains when to depart from the station. 9-LOM had checked the departure times and destinations of the trains ahead of time, and knew which one was heading for the Corellia spaceport where his ship was berthed. Kevin jumped onto the rear platform of the train, and started climbing the ladder to the top of the train. 9-LOM jumped on and followed him up, as Boba Fett ran out to the docking platforms. He engaged his jetpack, rocketing towards the train and landing on the roof, just as 9-LOM cleared the ladder and started running forward. Kevin hopped the gap between the last car and the next one, and shots from Boba Fett's rifle started passing overhead. 
	

"Down! Go down into the train!" 9-LOM said. As he hopped over the gap, he pivoted, taking aim with the disruptor and firing a shot. Fett was forced to duck, and as 9-LOM landed, he rolled back into a crouch. He turned as he stood, and ran after Kevin. He saw Kevin slide down the next ladder in between the two cars. 9-LOM pulled a grenade out of his satchel, armed it, and rolled it back towards Fett. He saw Boba Fett spot the grenade, and scramble backward. 9-LOM dashed forward, jumping over the gap to the next car just as the grenade went off. The blast threw 9-LOM forward, causing him to land on his chest. 9-LOM stood, and turned to face Fett. Boba Fett dodged around the hole in the roof of the car, and ran forward. 9-LOM took aim with his rifle, firing a trio of disruptor shots before his ammo clip went dry. He saw Boba Fett raise his rifle as he leaped onto the next car, and rushed him, swinging the butt of his disruptor rifle up to connect with Fett's helmet, disrupting his aim. 9-LOM headbutted him, knocking him back a step, before Fett swung around with a kick, hitting 9-LOM in the chest, and then swept his legs out from under him. 9-LOM rolled back and stood, and Boba Fett knocked the rifle from his grasp, causing it to land on the roof over his shoulder, and slide towards the edge of the car. 9-LOM scrambled towards the disruptor rifle, making a diving leap for the rifle as it went over the side, catching his right hand on the guardrail at the edge of the roof. He caught the rifle with his left hand, and as he swung down, he smashed through the window of the car, landing in a crouch. 9-LOM slung his rifle back over his shoulder, then reached into his satchel and pulled out his remaining two grenades. He set the timers for ten seconds, rolled them into the middle of the car, then dashed through the doorway into the next car, hitting the connection switch as he ran. The car disconnected and started to drift back, and 9-LOM continued running through the inside of the train. 


	Boba Fett noticed the car he was on was disconnected, and engaged his jetpack, launching forward as the grenades went off, causing the train car to explode brilliantly. Boba Fett landed at the rear of the next car, and went through the door. 

9-LOM ran through to the next car, where Kevin was standing. 


	"9-LOM!" Kevin exclaimed. 

	"Go! Keep going!" 9-LOM replied, and ushered him forward through the doors to the next car. Once they were in the next car, 9-LOM realized they were one car behind the main cab of the hover-train; they could proceed forward no further. 9-LOM ran back and locked the door to the car, and then went back to Kevin. They both turned to look at the door as they heard someone try the handle, and then the door abruptly exploded inward. 9-LOM unslung the disruptor rifle and took aim; he had enough of a charge in the rifle for one, possibly two shots from the stun attachment mounted under the barrel, but not a full disruptor shot. Suddenly, a gout of fire from Boba Fett's wrist-mounted flamethrower washed along the inside of the car. 9-LOM was forced to hop back, and fired a stun blast into the smoke and fire, as a pair of blaster shots came forth from the doorway. 9-LOM stumbled as he stepped back to avoid the flames, and the blaster shots passed over him as he fell back. 9-LOM stood as the smoke cleared. Boba Fett was flat on his back; he'd taken the stun shot in the throat, and was out cold. 


	"Nice shot," Kevin said weakly. 

	"Yeah, I get that a lot," 9-LOM replied, as he turned to face Kevin. 

	Kevin was slumped back against the wall of the car. 

	He'd taken one of Boba Fett's shots in the hip, the other in the stomach. He was clearly dying. 9-LOM scrambled over to Kevin, who was coughing and struggling to breathe. 9-LOM lacked medical supplies; there was nothing he could do until the train stopped at the starport and he could get to his ship. 


	"I cannot fail," was all 9-LOM could manage to say, as he held Kevin in his arms. 
"I cannot fail." And with that, Kevin died. 

9-LOM closed Kevin's eyes, and turned to Boba Fett's still-unconscious form. He crossed the interior of the car, crouched down at Fett's body, and grasped at the helmet, intending to take it off. As he took hold of it, the hover-train came to an abrupt halt. 9-LOM turned to look at the side door of the car as it was wrenched open. 9-LOM saw a group of CorSec officers, led by Corran Horn. 


	"Freeze!" Corran shouted. 
"You are under arrest by Corellian Security. You have the right to remain silent. If you choose to forfeit this right..." 
9-LOM tuned him out, standing and raising his arms. Very little else mattered, as the CorSec officers came into the car towards him.
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